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Introduction
Although the most popular section/ theme was Science and Society, and question 8 in 
particular, it is gratifying to note that each of the twelve questions was attempted by at 
least some candidates. Every one of the twenty four texts featured in responses, although 
sightings of What Maisie Knew and The Murder Room were infrequent and treatments of  
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn were rare indeed. 

This is a very demanding paper, requiring candidates to discuss two texts in the space of 
an hour, paying attention to four equally weighted assessment objectives. Nevertheless, 
most candidates rose to the challenge and the vast majority of responses were focused 
and appropriate, paying some attention to all the areas being assessed. It was very pleasing 
to note that there were very few level 1 responses and a significant number of candidates 
achieved marks in level 5.

The most successful candidates opened with succinct introductions, setting out their 
conceptual response to the question. The response considered both texts throughout and 
integrated a discussion of context. Analysis of language, form and structure moved between 
detail and overview whilst preserving the momentum and direction of the overall argument. 
Focus was on the idea of text as construct and foregrounded the writer and his/her 
concerns. Relevant references and quotations were embedded in a way which preserved 
the fluency of the developed response. One very successful response to question 11 opened 
with a clear grasp of how AOs 3 and 4 should be integrated from the start:

‘In both ‘Tess of the D’Urbevilles’ and ‘A Thousand Splendid Suns’, the authors explore the loss of 
female agency and freedom in the patriarchal climate of their given contexts… Hardy achieves 
his purpose in portraying the “honest relations of the sexes” with his raw and direct portrayal of 
Tess’s loss of agency and purity amid the Victorian conventions of gender and sexuality. While 
Hosseini’s portrayal of Mariam and Laila’s loss of freedom and identity accurately exposes what 
he has described as the “gender apartheid” in 20th century Afghanistan.’

Mid-level answers covered all the assessment objectives but the focus on each tended to be 
uneven, so disrupting the fluency of the response. The structure of the response was usually 
effective, although the argument was not always consistent and analysis often focused too 
heavily on word-level understanding (indeed, it was frustrating when a single word, such as 
‘I’, was analysed exhaustively, and often fancifully, to the detriment of the overall argument). 
On occasions, context was dealt with separately, or took up far too much of the response. 
Relevant links between texts were identified but not explored in sufficient depth or detail. 

Weaker responses tended to write overly long introductions with great swathes of context 
which bore little relevance to the question. Others made no reference to context at all. 
Some wrote about features of the texts which were not integrated into a clear argument. 
There were, for example, lots of references to the narrative structure of Frankenstein, 
Dracula or Wuthering Heights, or the free indirect discourse of Mrs Dalloway, without any 
clear link to the question or argument. The least successful responses showed little or no 
awareness of writers at work and no understanding that characters are fictional constructs.

It was evident that the most able candidates could draw productive links between any 
permitted pairing of texts. However, it was clear that some teachers had elected to choose 
two nineteenth century texts and there was some evidence to suggest that this approach 
has a number of advantages, not least when it comes to considering context. A course of 
study linking Lady Audley’s Secret and The Moonstone (both published in the 1860s) or  
The Picture of Dorian Gray and Dracula (both published in the 1890s), for example, can 
benefit from them having much in common.
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It is also worth mentioning that ‘context’ can be interpreted in a number of ways. The socio-
historical context of novels was invoked the most and was effective when it was securely 
grasped. Discussion of literary context appeared less frequently but could be very helpful 
in illuminating the techniques of an author. Biographical context (Wilde’s homosexuality, 
Shelley’s parents) was used by a significant number of candidates but was often a source of 
obfuscation or fanciful speculation.
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Question 1
‘Characters responding to difficult circumstances’

Many candidates linked Hard Times with Atonement and did so successfully. The contrasting 
authorial voices and narrative structures of Dickens and McEwan provoked fruitful 
discussion. Some candidates had a thorough grasp of postmodernism; others mentioned 
it but did nothing with it. On a different level, there were productive comparisons of Briony 
(too much imagination) and Louisa (too little) who were both seen to have suffered from 
poor parenting. Utilitarianism was held up as a great evil by many students of Dickens  
but it often seemed that candidates were unsure what it was. Stephen Blackpool’s approach 
to his difficult circumstances provided some candidates with a rich source of relevant 
material but discussions of male characters were comparatively rare. A significant number 
of candidates managed to discuss Atonement without mentioning World War Two, which 
was disappointing.

Fewer candidates tackled What Maisie Knew or The Color Purple.  James is not an easy read, 
of course, but there were some very sophisticated answers showing a clear understanding 
of the underlying socio-historical climate. Responses to Walker ranged widely in terms of 
quality. Candidates often did not move away from very generic comments on racism and 
‘the patriarchal society’. The best answers here showed understanding of pantheism, and  
a detailed understanding of socio-economic and feminist context. Candidates seemed 
unable to resist reciting the sexually graphic language on the opening page – but this was 
often gratuitous. 

This is a level 5 response on Hard Times and Atonement.
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The response limits itself to a discussion of two 
characters but uses these to illustrate the writers' 'wider 
purposes'. Indeed, the candidate never moves away from 
this central consideration. The direction of the argument 
is set out in the introduction and much information 
is given in every paragraph. Quotations are apt and 
discriminating in support of a fluent argument.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2
‘Friendship’

Some candidates limited themselves by simply listing examples of friendship in their 
chosen novels but others took a more selective and discriminating approach, focusing 
on friendships which were central to the concerns of each author: Louisa and Sissy in 
‘Hard Times’, Celie and Shug in ‘The Color Purple’, Maisie and Mrs Wix or Sir Claude. Some 
candidates usefully considered Briony’s lack of friends and her flawed alliance with Lola.

A number of candidates discussed the relationships between members of the same family 
(Louisa and Tom, Celie and Nettie) or romantic involvements (Robbie and Cecilia). These 
were valid but tended to blur the focus a little.

This is a level 5 response on Hard Times and Atonement.
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References to the writers are less frequent 
but the argument is strong, and the 
examples are carefully chosen to buttress 
the argument. The quotations are also 
well chosen and fluently embedded.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3
‘Exploitation’

Huckleberry Finn was a notable absentee for this question but there were some effective 
discussions using the other texts: Heart of Darkness being linked to either The Lonely 
Londoners or A Passage to India. Exploitation was seen as brutal in Conrad but more subtle 
in Selvon and it was interesting to see how many candidates showed how women were 
exploited in both texts rather than the focus being solely on race. Narrative voice is central 
to our understanding of the texts and there were some engaging discussions of whether 
we should adopt Achebe’s view that Conrad is a racist, or of Forster’s sympathetic portrayal 
of Indians. A number of very able candidates explored how exploitation dehumanises the 
exploiters as well as the exploited, especially in Forster and Conrad, and one candidate 
effectively invoked Nietzsche’s argument that ‘if you gaze into the abyss, the abyss gazes 
also into you’ with reference to Kurtz.

This response on The Lonely Londoners and Heart of Darkness just tips into level 5 for AOs  
1 and 2 and is more secure on AOs 3 and 4.
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The argument is clear, if highly selective, and 
relevant references to context are closely 
woven into it.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4
‘Unfamiliar environments’

There were some profitable considerations of how Selvon’s West Indians adapted 
to London, or how few of Forster’s Britons adapted to India. Huck Finn did make an 
appearance here and there was a particularly thoughtful discussion of how his journey 
removes him from society and allows him to listen to his own moral conscience. There 
were some sophisticated responses which considered the natural environments of India 
(particularly the Marabar Caves) and the Congo and how these mysterious places served to 
damage the Europeans who came into contact with them.

This response on The Lonely Londoners and Heart of Darkness was awarded a low level 4 mark 
for AOs 1 and 2 and a low level 3 mark for AOs 3 and 4.
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Context is addressed in the opening paragraph 
but does not re-appear. The argument is 
controlled but its main thrust is not outlined at 
the start.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5
‘Characters who investigate crime’

There were very few answers on the P.D. James – in a way this text stands out as different to 
the others in that it is the one conventional ‘crime’ novel, and this in itself poses difficulties 
for candidates looking at it, especially those with little wider experience of the genre. 
Discussion of context was very limited, rather ironically since the murder room in the 
Dupayne Museum is predicated on the idea that murders reflect the times in which they 
are committed. Similarly, the Capote with its awkward balance of fact and fiction poses 
particular challenges which weaker candidates find it difficult to address. 

Considerations of the detectives involved were frequently superficial: Dalgliesh has a team 
and science on his side whereas Robert Audley does not. Some were able to explore how 
characters such as Audley or Franklin Blake were developed by their creators, however, and 
those that considered Al Dewey saw him as an everyman who had little of the success that 
usually comes to fictional detectives but who had the solidity and commitment to persevere. 

Narrative voice, and the way that authors are able to direct the reader’s sympathies, is  
a very rich seam for study but few candidates exploited it.

This is a strong level 5 response.
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9ET0_02_Q05_2422064_0429_004579477_005.png
The candidate pursues a sophisticated argument, well supported with 
evidence, that makes sustained and relevant links between the two texts. 
A consideration of context, whilst unobtrusive, is present throughout.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6
‘A sense of mystery’

Few candidates attempted this and, again, a study of narrative voice and structure could 
have been productive but was rarely seen. However, some candidates discussed how 
authors of crime fiction were able to stage manage the ‘slow leaching of information’ which 
is the staple of the who- how- or why-dunnit.

Question 7
‘Hope’

Superficial answers considered Frankenstein’s hope that he would be successful, the hope 
for children in Gilead, the hope for rescue in The War of the Worlds. The more successful 
considered how hope was integral to narrative structure and narrative voice, focusing on 
Offred’s memories of the past or Kathy’s search for deferment in Never Let Me Go. 

This is a level 5 answer on The Handmaid's Tale and The War of the Worlds.
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This is a strong, evaluative argument which 
keeps the writers of the texts in the foreground 
and makes links continually.

Examiner Comments
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Question 8
‘Criticise human behaviour’

This was by far the most popular question on the paper. Weaker answers focused on 
characters who behaved badly (Frankenstein, the curate) but the majority looked at the 
wider issues involved and the ways in which authors directed our responses. There were 
many broadly feminist readings, especially in discussions of Shelley and Atwood, which 
adopted the view that male-dominated societies were subjugating or negating the role of 
women in fiction and in fact. Shelley was often seen as a proto-feminist, mainly due to her 
mother, whose treatment of women characters was an implicit criticism of male hegemony 
and Frankenstein’s attempt to remove the need for women altogether. Candidates often 
quoted Atwood’s statement that there was nothing in her novel that hasn’t already 
happened and there were frequent references to Reagan’s and Thatcher’s conservatism and 
policies in various countries which applied birth control. However, these tended to be bolted 
on to arguments rather than woven into them.

Those who answered on Ishiguro found it more difficult to apply a consideration of 
context, although there were some thought-provoking explorations of how the powerful 
manipulated the weak in society. The War of the Worlds featured less prominently but the 
candidates who had studied Wells were often able to construct some strong arguments 
about his criticism of Imperialism, his use of the contrasting standpoints taken by the curate 
and the artilleryman and the triumph of Nature at the end of the novel.

This is a level 3 response on Frankenstein and The Handmaid's Tale.
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This is a clear response which uses both texts and shows 
awareness of the writer's craft. The argument tends to 
explore and describe rather more than it analyses and 
references to context are not fully integrated.  

Examiner Comments
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Question 9
‘characters who experience anxiety’

It was tempting, here, for candidates to pick out characters who went through difficult times 
and describe how they reacted to them. Such an approach clearly does not go far enough, 
however, and more successful answers looked at the very nature and origins of the anxiety 
experienced. Thus, it was possible to see both Wilde and Stoker using their characters to 
voice the contextual anxieties about atavism, immigration and vice. Similarly, Waters used 
characters to demonstrate anxieties about the decay of privilege and the rise of the working 
class whilst Morrison explored the deep-rooted legacy of slavery. Although the theme of The 
Supernatural links all four texts, it is important for candidates to examine what the texts are 
really about.

This response to The Picture of Dorian Gray and Dracula was awarded marks low in level 4.
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The response is fully focused on the question and 
the candidate presents a controlled, structured 
argument. The elements of the argument are 
supported by discriminating reference to context and 
integrated links between the two 19th century texts.

Examiner Comments
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Question 10
‘Violence’

Again, there were a large number of broadly descriptive responses. Better ones explored 
how violence was a response to deep-seated contextual concerns such as the worrying 
sexualisation of women in Dracula or Victorian xenophobia. Some candidates examined the 
way violence was presented and this sometimes gave rise to detailed word-level analysis 
which ultimately proved sterile and distracting. There were, however, some very successful 
responses examining the use to which writers put violence – as catalyst, as catharsis as well 
as a crime. One particularly thoughtful response discussed how violence could be seen as 
heroic in Dracula and Beloved. Similarly, violence was sometimes seen as an expression of 
despair in Wilde and Waters.

This response on The Picture of Dorian Gray and Dracula was awarded marks in level 5.
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9ET0_02_Q10_2250121_0429_004216688_005.png
This is a fluent, coherent argument, supported well by some close references to both 
texts and analysis of detail. There is a confident overview of the concerns of each writer 
in the light of contextual factors, supported by well-chosen, embedded quotations.

Examiner Comments
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Question 11
‘Loss’

In the main, candidates saw the need to interrogate the distinct nature of loss in each text 
studied. There were many interpretations and lines of argument, considering the loss of 
ambition, or freedom, or education. There were a good many answers that focused on 
the loss of identity, particularly when it came to the central characters in Mrs Dalloway or 
A Thousand Splendid Suns but also in Wuthering Heights. However, this view often led to 
formulaic and reductive arguments about the way women are treated in male-dominated 
societies. Much more productive were the responses which paid proper attention to 
authorial or narrative voice and there were some particularly perceptive criticisms of the 
paternalism and manipulative techniques adopted by Hardy. Similarly, some examined 
Bronte’s use of a variety of narrators in order to direct reader response.

This response on Mrs Dalloway and Tess of the D'Urbevilles was awarded marks in level 5.
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Coverage of the texts is sophisticated. The 
response is fully focused on the question 
and contextual ideas are embedded. There is 
evaluation of the writers' use of structure to 
shape meaning. The tone is confident and there 
is an interweaving of detail with overview.

Examiner Comments
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Question 12
‘Attempts to find happiness’

Most candidates attempted to define the nature of the happiness sought by women 
characters but there was a tendency to focus on the obstacles that stood in their way 
rather than on how they attempted to find it. Again, patriarchy and male domination were 
the principal culprits but religion, in Hardy and in Hosseini, came under fire, as did social 
convention in Woolf and Bronte. The better arguments considered the way that narrative 
voices either empowered or made passive the relevant characters: through Mrs Dalloway’s 
internal debate, for example, or through the way Bronte and Hosseini range across 
generations to edge towards some kind of resolution.

The Women and Society theme is understandably popular but candidates should pay close 
attention to the nature of the texts they study and avoid using them as stepping stones 
towards sweeping generalisations about how women are treated. Context is best used 
when it is nuanced, specific and accurate. Otherwise, it can become employed as a specious 
form of rhetoric, as this candidate colourfully demonstrates: ‘Tess is repeatedly groped by 
the patriarchal hand of the nineteenth century’.

This response on Wuthering Heights and Tess of the D'Urbevilles was awarded marks high in 
level 2.
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The response tends to remain outside the texts. 
There is the beginning of a clear argument but 
there is limited detailed analysis of the writer's 
craft and references to context are very general.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

•	 consider judiciously chosen and relevant contextual material throughout your course of 
study, and use it to understand a writer’s concerns

•	 make links between your two texts continuously in your responses

•	 put the authors at the forefront of your response, examining their concerns and 
methods

•	 use concepts and terminology when needed and when relevant and avoid merely listing 
literary techniques

•	 use embedded quotations that serve a purpose, to further an argument

•	 decide on a line of argument before starting the response

•	 bear in mind that the theme chosen (The Supernatural etc) is a way of linking texts but 
should not always be the focus of an exam response. Pay full attention to the question 
rather than the theme.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on  
this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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