STAGE 2 ENGLISH STUDIES
Individual Study
Compare the ways Atwood in The Handmaid's Tale and Armstrong in Little Women influence the reader to identify with the cause of women.

Throughout The Handmaid's Tale, and Little Women, Margaret Atwood and Gillian Armstrong respectively present the struggle women face to establish identities within patriarchal societies. Both authors explore this cause by setting their texts in a society where men are empowered and women potentially disempowered. Where Atwood creates a destructive patriarchy through a futuristic dystopia that strips women of individuality, Armstrong contrastingly explores the idea that women can create an identity in spite of their social context. To heighten the reader's response toward the societies, both authors explore the particular experiences and emotions of a central female protagonist, thereby personalising a woman's struggle. Both authors also use the conclusion of their texts to reinforce their premise. Atwood creates despair over the lack of change in her society, while Armstrong presents the triumph of possibility as women in her text are able to overcome societal restrictions. Not only are the tones of the texts different, but because one is a film and the other a novel, the authors utilise techniques particular to their text type in order to influence the reader's response to the central arguments.
Both Atwood and Armstrong position their characters within societies that are patriarchal in nature and expose the inherent gender inequalities that result. In both texts it is work that separates genders: where women's roles are domestic, men are involved in government, war and business. Society in The Handmaid's Tale is governed by a brutal regime where men dominate through powerful occupations. The hierarchy gives men pseudo-religious authority, demonstrated through Atwood's constant references to réligion. Gilead's social principles are based on the Old Testament where patriarchal authority is justified as the law of God, and women are given titles such as "Marthas", the gospel character devoted to housework. Local police are "Guardians of the Faith", and soldiers are "Angels". The Commander reads prescribed Bible quotations that support the role of the Handmaid, and even the sexual acts performed in the Ceremony. These intertextual references give the men Biblical-like power, reinforced through nomenclature: the central male character is simply named "Commander". While his actual work remains mysterious, his position is clear: one of control. The nomenclature for women is evident in the title itself for these 'handmaids' are merely functional objects for men's pleasure and convenience, used for sex and conditioned to perform tasks such as "scrubbing tables, "baking bread" and "purchasing" food. While the patriarchy in Little Women is less brutal it is nonetheless insidiously embedded in the social hierarchy of Nineteenth Century Massachusetts. Where women are constrained by the rules of propriety, men inherently possess social opportunities. Armstrong uses Marmee's observations to state that men can accomplish anything they wish, like "go to war", "go to university", own property and "pursue any profession [they] please". Contrastingly, "women cannot even vote" and are limited by the expectations of appropriate feminine behaviour: "it isn't proper to talk about" female whims in the presence of males, and women are expected "to take a gentleman's arm when offered". Jo bemoans the fact that women are "confin[ed]... to the house, bent over their needlework" and forced to work in "restrictive corsets", limited – like Atwood's handmaids – to menial tasks. In this context the ultimate goal for a woman is to pursue a marriage of convenience, to become an ornamental accessory to a man of good looks, financial means and social position.
Atwood and Armstrong reveal the inadequacies of such patriarchal systems, yet adopt distinctly different approaches to do so: Atwood reveals the devastating restrictions on women; whereas Armstrong develops strong female characters that successfully subvert their society's expectations. The recurring images of the human body in The Handmaid's Tale, demonstrates that women are ultimately reduced to functional physical entities. Often pragmatically described in terms of "hands", "feet", "face[s]", "womb[s]" and "eyes", women's value lies merely in the combination of body parts, not in their personal identity. This concept of identification in functional terms is reinforced through nomenclature: the central protagonist, Offred's, name is derived from her commander's name; Fred. The possessive preposition 'Of' signifies that Offred, like all handmaids, is merely a belonging. Similarly, colour is used as a motif to indicate that women are visually defined and therefore confined within their role. Red is worn only by handmaids, signifying sexuality, fertility and childbirth, thus defining their role as a sexual object. Marthas are identified by the colour "green" as they do all the menial work, and Ecowives wear "multicolours" because they "do everything", signifying these women who belong to poorer men. Where Atwood's women are suppressed by these devastating societal restrictions, Armstrong contrastingly develops women who are able to overcome society's expectations and therefore create an identity. In Little Women, the March girls each posses a creative means of expression: Jo expresses her individuality through writing, Beth through music, Amy through art and Meg through the distinctly female power of procreation: a role shrouded in mystique and secrecy, where men are the silent, awkward observers. This is the opposite of men in Atwood's novel as they manipulate childbirth as a means of power. It is these creative endeavours in Little Women that provide women with a symbolic voice. This concept is most obvious in Beth's piano playing, the sounds of which both digetically and non​digetically remind the viewer of Beth's presence: her moods, illness, recovery and eventual death. This audible artistry gives her a means of making herself heard, the subversive aspect of which is reinforced when Laurie declares that artists are regarded as "vagrants" and attract disapproval. That the women's creative endeavours symbolise non-conformity and provide them with power is reinforced through the recurring visual motif of the circle. Through a high camera angle, the March girls are often seen huddling around Marmee in circular blocking: the matriarch is at the centre and the women form a unified bond around her. In direct contrast to The Handmaid's Tale, where the women are socially segregated, this physical positioning of the actors symbolises the powerful society created as women unite. Where Atwood's society destructively limits women, Armstrong suggests that women have the means to subvert the expectations placed on them.
To enhance the reader's response to the interaction between women-in-general and their social context, both authors explore the particular experiences and emotions of a central female protagonist thus personalising a woman's struggle. Atwood creates sympathy for Offred by contrasting her past life – dominated by beautiful imagery and emotion – with the mechanical insipid life under the regime. Throughout the 'Night' sections of the novel, Offred dreams of her previous life and she describes people's faces as "happy" and "ecstatic". It was "colour[ful]", and "God [was] there", seemingly omnipresent. This contrasts with Offred's present life, where her reality is "cruel and brutal"; and she has to "add nice things in like flowers" artificially altering reality to nullify the violence and liven the mood. Offred describes this reality as "grey": the distinct colours of the regime blend, creating an insipid shade symbolic of the lack of vibrancy and vitality. The destructive effects of the regime are also personalised in the first person narrative structure as Offred's accounts are fragmented and incomplete, reflective of the life she leads. Reading becomes an exercise of reconstruction: readers must piece together details with fragments of remembered experience, revealed only by flashbacks because "writing" the details "is forbidden" and too "risky". The reader thus directly experiences the consequences of a damaging society: self-expression is inhibited and reading becomes a puzzle. Armstrong also utilises a central protagonist to influence the reader's perceptions, but in keeping with her affirmation of the power of women, presents Jo as a character who successfully contends with society's expectations. Although writing is seen as a man's position and Jo has "ruined her disposition with books"; she continues to write as it offers her a voice. The transforming possibilities of authorship are visually revealed in a panning sequence near the film's conclusion: beginning with Jo sitting at her desk writing her novel, the camera pans around the room, gathering fragments of memories using iconic objects, music and voice-overs. Transformation in time and place occurs as the camera finally focuses on Jo's finished novel, powerfully described as a "window to [her] soul". Her name, deliberately female in contrast to her previously male pseudonym, is also printed on the front, further demonstrating her defiant subversion of the social expectation that women should not write. This subversion extends to her rejection of society's paradigm of marriage as Jo rejects Laurie's proposal. Laurie is "good-looking" and can "provide every luxury [Jo's] ever been denied", and is therefore the socially accepted and expected candidate for marriage. However, the contrast between characters suggests their incompatibility as Laurie rejects the very thing that empowers Jo: writing. He "wont [take] all [his] books" to university, and insists that Jo shouldn't, and "won't have to write" if they marry. It is this incompatibility that Jo acknowledges when she declares that "[they] would kill each other" if partnered; and Armstrong visually reinforces this through the proposal scene by blocking it against a fence, a symbol of the barrier that exists between the characters. That Jo resists social expectations in her marriage and career choices, instils admiration in the viewer; a distinct contrast to Atwood's central protagonist who is unable to overcome her controlling society, eliciting sympathy.

These emotional responses of admiration and sympathy are heightened through the texts' endings: Atwood creates despair over the lack of change in her society, while Armstrong presents the triumph of possibility as her women overcome societal restrictions. An ambiguous conclusion leaves the reader uncertain about whether Off red has found an "end[ing] or a new beginning". The story concludes with. Off red enigmatically stepping "into the darkness within". The first person narrative abruptly ends, silencing the voice of the protagonist, and the reader is offered an emotionally detached narration in the form of "Historical Notes". The personal story – like the individual women – is coldly dismissed and replaced, like the nature of the society itself, with impersonal facts. Thus Offred's writing becomes inconclusive, "filled with echoes" that are "indecipherable", and contrasting to Jo's transformative authorship, her voice is lost. The sense of hopelessness influences the reader to be angered at a society that mechanically suppresses women. This directly contrasts with the ending of Little Women, where Armstrong creates a mood of joyous possibility. Jo chooses to become involved in a relationship with the older and poorer Professor Bhaer, and Armstrong utilises visual symbols to portray the power found in mutual relationships. Through a medium shot, the pair are seen outside positioned on a dirt path where they are seemingly free: free to chose their own direction. Although they are exposed to a storm, Professor Bhaer positions an umbrella directly over their heads, a direct symbol of refuge and mutuality, and Jo places her hand in his, symbolising connection and togetherness. Jo is able to find power and love through a mutual relationship, directly contrasting to Atwood'snovel, where relationships and 'love' are about control. The scene ends with an upward tracking crane shot, revealing the March house, light glowing from its windows, symbolising warmth. This affirms both the power of family, and the film's mood of triumph.

Atwood and Armstrong similarly present a commentary on the effects a patriarchal society has on women. However the tones of the texts vary immensely: Atwood creates a sense of despair in her text as women are unable to overcome a brutal regime, whereas Armstrong creates a celebratory mood as her women are able to subvert societal expectations and achieve individuality. As dystopian fiction, The Handmaid's Tale acts as a didactic warning, contrasting to Little Women, a film that contextualises its story historically, drawing upon traditions of a romantic period drama. Yet the texts influence the reader to identify with a similar cause: to discard patriarchal limitations and inequalities and accord women their rightful position in society. In this way society can learn from history, and avoid creating a destructive hierarchical society in the future.
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 English Studies

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Analysis
	Application
	Communication

	A
	Knowledge and understanding of a wide range of ways in which authors use stylistic features and language techniques to communicate complex and familiar ideas, and to influence the reader’s response. 

Detailed knowledge and understanding of the ideas, values, and beliefs in familiar and unfamiliar texts. 

Knowledge and understanding of the ways in which creators and readers of familiar and unfamiliar texts use a range of textual conventions to make meaning. 
	Analysis of complex connections between personal experiences, ideas, values, and beliefs, and those explored in familiar and unfamiliar texts.

In comparative exercises, a perceptive analysis of connections between texts, based on analysis and synthesis of similarities and/or differences.
Perceptive analysis of a range of ways in which authors use language techniques to influence opinions and decisions in familiar and unfamiliar texts.
	Use of a wide range of language skills and techniques to create sophisticated and coherent texts that address the meaning and intention of the task.

In comparative exercises, a perceptive recognition of connections between texts, through responses that integrate discussion of texts and move easily between them.
Detailed and appropriate use of evidence from texts to support responses, with textual references incorporated fluently in discussion.
Skills in using the textual, structural, and conventional features of text types for a range of familiar and unfamiliar contexts, audiences, and purposes.
	Fluent and precise writing and speaking, using appropriate style and structure for a range of mainly unfamiliar audiences and contexts. 

Appropriate use of form and register to convey mostly complex meaning in a range of unfamiliar contexts.

	B
	Knowledge and understanding of the ways in which authors use stylistic features and language techniques to communicate complex and familiar ideas, and to influence the reader’s response.

Knowledge and understanding of some ideas, values, and beliefs in familiar, and some unfamiliar, texts. 

Knowledge and understanding of the ways in which creators and readers of mainly familiar texts use some textual conventions to make meaning.
	Analysis of some complex connections between personal experiences, ideas, values, and beliefs, and those explored in familiar, and some unfamiliar, texts.

In comparative exercises, a clear analysis of connections between texts, based on analysis of similarities and/or differences.

Analysis of a range of ways in which authors use language techniques to influence opinions and decisions in familiar, and some unfamiliar, texts.
	Use of a range of language skills and techniques to create clear and coherent texts that address the meaning and intention of the task.

In comparative exercises, recognition of connections between texts, through responses that compare and contrast texts in an integrated way.

Appropriate use of evidence from texts to support responses, with textual references incorporated in discussion.

Skills in using some of the textual, structural, and conventional features of text types for a range of mainly familiar, and some unfamiliar, contexts, audiences, and purposes.
	Mostly fluent and precise writing and speaking, using appropriate style and structure for a range of mostly familiar audiences and contexts. 

Appropriate use of form and register to convey complex and simple meaning in a range of familiar and unfamiliar contexts.

	C
	Knowledge and understanding of a narrow range of ways in which authors use stylistic features and language techniques to communicate mainly familiar ideas, and to influence the reader’s response.

Knowledge and understanding of some ideas, values, and beliefs in mainly familiar texts. 

Knowledge and understanding of some of the ways in which creators and readers of a range of familiar texts use textual conventions to make simple or factual meaning.
	Analysis of simple connections between personal experiences, ideas, values, and beliefs, and those explored in familiar texts.

In comparative exercises, analysis of connections between texts, based on some understanding of similarities and/or differences.

Descriptive analysis of a number of ways in which authors use language techniques to influence opinions and decisions in familiar texts.
	Use of language skills and techniques to create texts that address the meaning and intention of the task.

In comparative exercises, recognition of some connections between texts, through responses that compare and contrast texts, usually in a sequential rather than an integrated way.

Competent use of evidence from texts to support responses, with some use of textual references in discussion.

Skills in using some of the textual, structural, and conventional features of some text types for familiar contexts, audiences, and purposes.
	Generally fluent and functional writing and speaking, using appropriate style and structure for familiar audiences and contexts. 

Appropriate use of form and register to convey simple meaning in a narrow range of familiar and unfamiliar contexts.

	D
	Knowledge and restricted understanding of some simple stylistic features and language techniques used by authors to communicate mainly familiar ideas, and to influence the reader’s response. 

Knowledge and understanding of some familiar ideas, values, and beliefs in familiar texts. 

Knowledge and understanding of a restricted number of ways in which creators and readers of a narrow range of familiar texts use some textual conventions to make simple or factual meaning. 
	Reference to simple connections between uncomplicated personal experiences, ideas, values, and beliefs, and those explored in familiar texts.

In comparative exercises, answers that make partial comparisons and contrasts.

Reference to some ways in which authors use a narrow range of language techniques to influence opinions and decisions in familiar texts.
	Use of some language skills and techniques to create texts that partly address the meaning and intention of the task.

In comparative exercises, some awareness of connections between texts, through partial responses that mainly deal with texts separately.

Some use of evidence from texts to support a response, with use of a narrow range of textual references.

Skills in using some of the textual, structural, or conventional features of a text type for a familiar context, audience, or purpose.
	Achievement of a level of fluency in writing and speaking, in a mainly appropriate style.

Occasionally appropriate use of form and/or register to convey simple meaning in familiar contexts.

	E
	Knowledge and understanding of a restricted range of simple stylistic features and language techniques used by authors to communicate familiar ideas, and to influence the reader’s response.

Identification of an idea, a value, or a belief in familiar texts.

Knowledge and understanding of the ways in which a creator or reader of a highly familiar text uses textual conventions to make factual meaning. 
	Recognition of a simple connection between a straightforward personal, experience, idea, value, or belief, and that explored in a highly familiar text.

In comparative exercises, answers that make a simple comparison or contrast.

Reference to the way in which an author uses language techniques to influence opinions and decisions in a highly familiar text.
	Attempted use of a restricted range of language skills and/or techniques to create a text or texts that attempt to address the meaning or intention of the task.

In comparative exercises, identification of limited connections between texts, through fragmented responses that deal with texts separately.

Restricted use of evidence from texts to support a simple response, with limited textual reference.

Skills in using the textual, structural, or conventional features of a text type for a highly familiar context, audience, or purpose.
	Emerging development of fluency in an occasionally appropriate style.

Occasionally appropriate use of form and register to convey literal meaning in highly familiar contexts.


	





	





Knowledge and Understanding


Demonstrates detailed knowledge and understanding of the ideas, values and beliefs in the texts, including gender inequalities and power structures in society. 





Application


Demonstrates detailed and appropriate use of evidence from texts to support responses with textual references incorporated fluently. 





Communication


Demonstrates appropriate use of an analytical essay form (e.g. including a clear logical introduction) and formal register to convey complex meaning (e.g. patriarchal societies). 





Additional comments


This is an ‘A’ example.


The student has devised a focused and well-developed essay question that has allowed for evidence of the following:


A knowledge and understanding of a wide range of ways authors use language techniques to communicate complex ideas and influence the response of the reader. The discussion of these techniques is fluently embedded in the analysis of the texts.


A detailed knowledge and understanding of the ideas, themes and stylistic features of the texts.


A perceptive awareness of the relationship between the texts, social contexts, and issues, and the experiences and values the reader brings to the text.


An analysis that has a logically developed and sequential argument which flows throughout the essay


Fluent writing, using an appropriate style and structure, with a concise vocabulary, although there is a highly controlled ‘voice’ rather than a natural ‘voice’ throughout. Some sentences are lengthy and over complicated making the reader’s job difficult.





Analysis


Demonstrates perceptive analysis of a range of ways in which the author uses language techniques such as images, motifs, description and possessive prepositions, to influence the reader’s opinion. 





Knowledge and Understanding


Demonstrates knowledge and understanding of the ways in which the creators of film use a range of conventions to make meaning such as diegetic sounds (although the term is misspelt), camera angles and the physical placement of the actors. 





Application


Each paragraph includes a perceptive recognition of connections between texts, through integrating the discussion around a similarity or difference, such as the central female protagonist in this paragraph. 





Analysis


Demonstrates a perceptive analysis of connections between texts based on analysis and synthesis of similarities and differences, such as the similarity of theme in these texts but difference in terms of tone. 
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