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THEMATIC
CONCEPTS

INDIVIDUAL

Person and personhood.
Otherness and di!erence.
Dislocation and alienation.

Social expectations and roles.
Voice and silence.

Reason and passion.
Love and hate.

Change and transformation.
Ethnicity and race.
Gender and family.

WORLD

Ideology.
Beliefs and values.

Social class and divisions.
Power and justice.

Knowledge and belief.
Religion and mythology.

Order and chaos.
Causality and chance.

Private vs public.
Freedom vs obligation.

Disobedience vs conformity.
Appearance vs reality.

Truth vs falsehood.
Good vs evil.

Free will vs determinism.
Naturalism vs supernaturalism.
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LITERARY
CONCEPTS

SETTING

Description of place. 
Period and context.

LANGUAGE

Tone.
Diction and register.
Figurative language.

Syntax.
Subtext.

STYLE

Genre.
Sound.
Irony.

Point of view.
Characterisation.

Motifs and symbols.
Mood and atmosphere.

FORM

Structure and lineation.
Rhyme, rhythm and metre.
Enjambment and caesurae.

Progression of ideas and e!ects.
Foreshadowing and flashback.
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Mind, body and soul

!e poem below was written by metaphysical poet Andrew Marvell (1621 - 1678). Write a critical 
appreciation of the poem, discussing ways in which it explores the sense of a self.

A Dialogue between the Soul and the Body

SOUL
O who shall, from this dungeon, raise
A soul enslav’d so many ways?
With bolts of bones, that fetter’d stands
In feet, and manacled in hands;
Here blinded with an eye, and there        5
Deaf with the drumming of an ear;
A soul hung up, as ’twere, in chains
Of nerves, and arteries, and veins;
Tortur’d, besides each other part,
In a vain head, and double heart.         10

BODY
O who shall me deliver whole
From bonds of this tyrannic soul?
Which, stretch’d upright, impales me so
!at mine own precipice I go;
And warms and moves this needless frame,       15
(A fever could but do the same)
And, wanting where its spite to try,
Has made me live to let me die.
A body that could never rest,
Since this ill spirit it possest.          20

SOUL
What magic could me thus con"ne
Within another’s grief to pine?
Where whatsoever it complain,
I feel, that cannot feel, the pain;
And all my care itself employs;         25
!at to preserve which me destroys;
Constrain’d not only to endure
Diseases, but, what’s worse, the cure;
And ready oft the port to gain,
Am shipwreck’d into health again.         30
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BODY
But physic yet could never reach
!e maladies thou me dost teach;
Whom "rst the cramp of hope does tear,
And then the palsy shakes of fear;
!e pestilence of love does heat,         35
Or hatred’s hidden ulcer eat;
Joy’s cheerful madness does perplex,
Or sorrow’s other madness vex;
Which knowledge forces me to know,
And memory will not forego.          40
What but a soul could have the wit
To build me up for sin so "t?
So architects do square and hew
Green trees that in the forest grew.
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Social consciousness

!e following poem is taken from Songs of Innocence (published in 1789) by William Blake (1757 - 
1827). Write a critical appreciation of the poem, relating its style and concerns to the theme of the 
individual and society in literature.

!e Chimney Sweeper

When my mother died I was very young,
And my father sold me while yet my tongue
Could scarcely cry 'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!
So your chimneys I sweep, and in soot I sleep.

!ere's little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head,     5
!at curled like a lamb's back, was shaved: so I said,
"Hush, Tom! never mind it, for when your head's bare,
You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair."

And so he was quiet; and that very night,
As Tom was a-sleeping, he had such a sight, —      10
!at thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, and Jack,
Were all of them locked up in coffins of black.

And by came an angel who had a bright key,
And he opened the coffins and set them all free;
!en down a green plain leaping, laughing, they run,     15
And wash in a river, and shine in the sun.

!en naked and white, all their bags left behind,
!ey rise upon clouds and sport in the wind;
And the angel told Tom, if he'd be a good boy,
He'd have God for his father, and never want joy.     20

And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark,
And got with our bags and our brushes to work.
!ough the morning was cold, Tom was happy and warm;
So if all do their duty they need not fear harm.
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Social consciousness

!e following poem is taken from Songs of Experience (published in 1794) by William Blake (1757 - 
1827). Write a critical appreciation of the poem, relating its style and concerns to the theme of the 
individual and society in literature.

London

I wander thro' each charter'd street,
Near where the charter'd !ames does $ow. 
And mark in every face I meet
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every Man,         5
In every Infants cry of fear,
In every voice: in every ban,
!e mind-forg'd manacles I hear 

How the Chimney-sweepers cry
Every blackning Church appalls,         10
And the hapless Soldiers sigh
Runs in blood down Palace walls 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear
How the youthful Harlots curse
Blasts the new-born Infants tear         15
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse

8



Social consciousness

!e poem below (published in 1922) was written by Jamaican-American poet Claude McKay, a key 
"gure in the Harlem Renaissance.

Write a critical appreciation of the poem, discussing ways in which it explores the theme of the 
individual and society in literature.

Harlem Shadows

I hear the halting footsteps of a lass
      In Negro Harlem when the night lets fall
Its veil. I see the shapes of girls who pass
      To bend and barter at desire's call.
Ah, little dark girls who in slippered feet       5
Go prowling through the night from street to street!

!rough the long night until the silver break
      Of day the little gray feet know no rest;
!rough the lone night until the last snow-$ake
      Has dropped from heaven upon the earth's white breast,   10
!e dusky, half-clad girls of tired feet
Are trudging, thinly shod, from street to street.

Ah, stern harsh world, that in the wretched way
      Of poverty, dishonor and disgrace,
Has pushed the timid little feet of clay,       15
      !e sacred brown feet of my fallen race!
Ah, heart of me, the weary, weary feet
In Harlem wandering from street to street.
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Identity

!e poem below (published in 1947) was written by A. S. J. Tessimond. Write a critical appreciation 
of the poem, discussing ways in which it explores the theme of the individual and society in 
literature.

!e Man in the Bowler Hat

I am the unnoticed, the unnoticeable man: 
!e man who sat on your right in the morning train:
!e man you looked through like a windowpane:
!e man who was the colour of the carriage, the colour of the mounting
Morning pipe smoke.            5

I am the man too busy with a living to live,
Too hurried and worried to see and smell and touch:
!e man who is patient too long and obeys too much
And wishes too softly and seldom. 

I am the man they call the nation's backbone,       10
Who am boneless – playable catgut, pliable clay:
!e Man they label Little lest one day
I dare to grow. 

I am the rails on which the moment passes,
!e megaphone for many words and voices:       15
I am the graph, diagram,
Composite face. 

I am the led, the easily-fed,
!e tool, the not-quite-fool,
!e would-be-safe-and-sound,         20
!e uncomplaining, bound,
!e dust "ne-ground,
Stone-for-a-statue waveworn pebble-round
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Identity

!e poem below, ‘Maiden Name’ is taken from !e Less Deceived (published in 1955) by Philip 
Larkin. Write a critical appreciation of it, relating it more generally to the topic of the individual 
and society.

Marrying left your maiden name disused.
Its "ve light sounds no longer mean your face,
Your voice, and all your variants of grace;
For since you were so thankfully confused
By law with someone else, you cannot be        5
Semantically the same as that young beauty:
It was of her that these two words were used.

Now it's a phrase applicable to no one,
Lying just where you left it, scattered through
Old lists, old programmes, a school prize or two      10
Packets of letters tied with tartan ribbon -
!en is it scentless, weightless, strengthless, wholly
Untruthful? Try whispering it slowly.
No, it means you. Or, since you're past and gone,

It means what we feel now about you then:       15
How beautiful you were, and near, and young,
So vivid, you might still be there among
!ose "rst few days, un"ngermarked again.
So your old name shelters our faithfulness,
Instead of losing shape and meaning less        20
With your depreciating luggage laden.
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Social roles 

!e following poem, ‘!is Be the Verse’ was written by the English poet, Philip Larkin (1922 - 
1985). Write a critical appreciation of the poem, relating it more generally to the theme of the 
individual and society in literature.

!ey f * k you up, your mum and dad.   
    !ey may not mean to, but they do.   
!ey "ll you with the faults they had
    And add some extra, just for you.

But they were f * ked up in their turn       5
    By fools in old-style hats and coats,   
Who half the time were soppy-stern
    And half at one another’s throats.

Man hands on misery to man.
    It deepens like a coastal shelf.        10
Get out as early as you can,
    And don’t have any kids yourself.
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Social consciousness

!e following poem, ‘Howl’ (published in 1955) was written by American poet Allen Ginsberg. 
Write a critical appreciation of the poem, paying particular attention to the ways in which the 
theme of the individual and society in literature is explored.

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving
   hysterical naked,
dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for an angry
   "x,
angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the 
   starry dynamo in the machinery of night,
who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up smoking in the
   supernatural darkness of cold-water $ats $oating across the tops of
   cities contemplating jazz,
who bared their brains to Heaven under the El and saw Mohammedan angels
   staggering on tenement roofs illuminated,
who passed through universities with radiant cool eyes hallucinating Arkansas 
   and Blake-light tragedy among the scholars of war,
who were expelled from the academies for crazy & publishing obscene odes
   on the windows of the skull,
who cowered in unshaven rooms in underwear, burning their money in
   wastebaskets and listening to the Terror through the wall,
who got busted in their pubic beards returning through Laredo with a belt 
   of marijuana for New York,
who ate "re in paint hotels or drank turpentine in Paradise Alley, death, or
   purgatoried their torsos night after night
with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares, alcohol and cock and 
   endless balls,
incomparable blind streets of shuddering cloud and lightning in the mind
   leaping toward poles of Canada & Paterson, illuminating all the motionless world of  
   Time between...
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Gender

!e poem below (published in 1962) was written by Sylvia Plath. Write a critical appreciation of the 
poem, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual and society in literature.

Childless Woman

!e womb
Rattles its pod, the moon
Discharges itself from the tree with nowhere to go.

My landscape is a hand with no lines,
!e roads bunched to a knot,         5
!e knot myself,

Myself the rose you achieve —
!is body,
!is ivory

Ungodly as a child's shriek.         10
Spiderlike, I spin mirrors,
Loyal to my image,

Uttering nothing but blood —
Taste it, dark red!
And my forest           15

My funeral,
And this hill and this
Gleaming with the mouths of corpses.
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Social consciousness

!e poem below (published in 1964) was written by the poet Louis Johnson. Write a critical 
appreciation of the poem, discussing ways in which it explores the theme of the individual and 
society in literature.

Bread and a Pension

It was not our duty to question but to guard,
maintaining order; see that none escaped
who may be required for questioning by the State.
!e price was bread and a pension and not a hard
life on the whole. !ere was some scraped      5
enough on the side to build up a fairish estate

for the day of retirement. I never could
understand the complaints of the restless ones
who found the hours long, time dragging:
it always does. !e old hands knew how good      10
the guardroom "re could be, the guns
gleaming against the wall and nagging

wind like a wife outside. !ere were cards
for such occasions and good companions
who truly were more than home since they shared     15
one’s working life without difference or hard words,
aimed at much the same thing, and shared opinions
or news they had read. If they cared

much it was for the quiet life. You cannot hold
that against them, since it’s roundly human      20
and any decent man would want it the same.
And these were decent; did as they were told,
fed prisoners, buried the dead, and, on occasion,
loaded the deathcart with those who were sent to the $ames.
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Location and dislocation

!e following poem is taken from !e Journals of Susanna Moodie (published in 1970) by Margaret 
Atwood. Write a critical appreciation of it, relating it more generally to the topic of the individual 
and society.

Disembarking at Quebec

Is it my clothes, my way of walking,
the things I carry in my hand
—a book, a bag with knitting—
the incongruous pink of my shawl

this space cannot hear           5

or is it my own lack
of conviction which makes
these vistas of desolation,
long hills, the swamps, the barren sand, the glare
of sun on the bone-white          10
driftlogs, omens of winter,
the moon alien in day-
time a thin refusal

!e others leap, shout

Freedom!             15

!e moving water will not show me
my re$ection.

!e rocks ignore.

I am a word
in a foreign language.           20
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Personhood

!e following poem is taken from !e Journals of Susanna Moodie (published in 1970) by Margaret 
Atwood. Write a critical appreciation of it, relating it more generally to the topic of the individual 
and society.

!e Deaths of the Other Children

!e body dies

little by little

the body buries itself

joins itself
to the loosened mind, to the black-         5
berries and thistles, running in a
thorny wind
over the shallow
foundations of our former houses,
dim hollows now in the sandy soil         10

Did I spend all those years
building up this edi"ce
my composite
self, this crumbling hovel?

My arms, my eyes, my grieving         15
words, my disintegrated children

Everywhere I walk, along
the overgrowing paths, my skirt
tugged at by the spreading briers

they catch at my heels with their "ngers        20
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Location and dislocation

!e following poem is taken from Another Place by Singapore-born poet Boey Kim Cheng. Write a 
critical appreciation of it, relating it more generally to the topic of the individual and society.

!e Planners

!ey plan. !ey build. All spaces are gridded,
"lled with permutations of possibilities.
!e buildings are in alignment with the roads 
which meet at desired points
linked by bridges all hang          5
in the grace of mathematics.
!ey build and will not stop.
Even the sea draws back
and the skies surrender.

!ey erase the $aws,           10
the blemishes of the past, knock off
useless blocks with dental dexterity.
All gaps are plugged
with gleaming gold.
!e country wears perfect rows         15
of shining teeth.
Anaesthesia, amnesia, hypnosis.
!ey have the means.
!ey have it all so it will not hurt,
so history is new again.           20
!e piling will not stop.
!e drilling goes right through
the fossils of last century.

But my heart would not bleed
poetry. Not a single drop          25
to stain the blueprint
of our past's tomorrow.

18



Personhood

!e following poem, ‘Aubade’ was written by the English poet, Philip Larkin (1922 - 1985). Write a 
critical appreciation of the poem, considering ways in which it explores the topic of the individual 
and society.

I work all day, and get half-drunk at night.   
Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare.   
In time the curtain-edges will grow light.   
Till then I see what’s really always there:   
Unresting death, a whole day nearer now,          5
Making all thought impossible but how   
And where and when I shall myself die.   
Arid interrogation: yet the dread
Of dying, and being dead,
Flashes afresh to hold and horrify.         10

!e mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse   
—!e good not done, the love not given, time   
Torn off unused—nor wretchedly because   
An only life can take so long to climb
Clear of its wrong beginnings, and may never;         15
But at the total emptiness for ever,
!e sure extinction that we travel to
And shall be lost in always. Not to be here,   
Not to be anywhere,
And soon; nothing more terrible, nothing more true.      20

!is is a special way of being afraid
No trick dispels. Religion used to try,
!at vast moth-eaten musical brocade
Created to pretend we never die,
And specious stuff that says No rational being       25
Can fear a thing it will not feel, not seeing
!at this is what we fear—no sight, no sound,   
No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,   
Nothing to love or link with,
!e anaesthetic from which none come round.       30
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And so it stays just on the edge of vision,   
A small unfocused blur, a standing chill   
!at slows each impulse down to indecision.   
Most things may never happen: this one will,   
And realisation of it rages out         35
In furnace-fear when we are caught without   
People or drink. Courage is no good:
It means not scaring others. Being brave   
Lets no one off the grave.
Death is no different whined at than withstood.      40

Slowly light strengthens, and the room takes shape.   
It stands plain as a wardrobe, what we know,   
Have always known, know that we can’t escape,   
Yet can’t accept. One side will have to go.
Meanwhile telephones crouch, getting ready to ring        45
In locked-up offices, and all the uncaring
Intricate rented world begins to rouse.
!e sky is white as clay, with no sun.
Work has to be done.
Postmen like doctors go from house to house.       50
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Power

!e following passage is taken from Jonathan Swift’s satirical novel, Gulliver’s Travels (1726). !e 
title character Lemuel Gulliver has travelled to the country of Lilliput and "nds himself taken 
prisoner. 

Write a critical appreciation of the passage relating its themes and style to the topic of the 
individual and society.

I had sent so many memorials and petitions for my liberty, that his majesty 
at length mentioned the matter, "rst in the cabinet, and then in a full council; 
where it was opposed by none, except Skyresh Bolgolam, who was pleased, 
without any provocation, to be my mortal enemy.  But it was carried against him 
by the whole board, and con"rmed by the emperor.  !at minister was galbet, or 
admiral of the realm, very much in his master’s con"dence, and a person well 
versed in affairs, but of a morose and sour complexion.   However, he was at 
length persuaded to comply; but prevailed that the articles and conditions upon 
which I should be set free, and to which I must swear, should be drawn up by 
himself.   !ese articles were brought to me by Skyresh Bolgolam in person 
attended by two under-secretaries, and several persons of distinction.  After they 
were read, I was demanded to swear to the performance of them; "rst in the 
manner of my own country, and afterwards in the method prescribed by their 
laws; which was, to hold my right foot in my left hand, and to place the middle 
"nger of my right hand on the crown of my head, and my thumb on the tip of 
my right ear.   But because the reader may be curious to have some idea of the 
style and manner of expression peculiar to that people, as well as to know the 
article upon which I recovered my liberty, I have made a translation of the whole 
instrument, word for word, as near as I was able, which I here offer to the public.

“Golbasto Momarem Evlame Gurdilo She"n Mully Ully Gue, most mighty 
Emperor of Lilliput, delight and terror of the universe, whose dominions extend 
"ve thousand blustrugs (about twelve miles in circumference) to the extremities 
of the globe; monarch of all monarchs, taller than the sons of men; whose feet 
press down to the centre, and whose head strikes against the sun; at whose nod 
the princes of the earth shake their knees; pleasant as the spring, comfortable as 
the summer, fruitful as autumn, dreadful as winter: his most sublime majesty 
proposes to the man-mountain, lately arrived at our celestial dominions, the 
following articles, which, by a solemn oath, he shall be obliged to perform:—

“1st, !e man-mountain shall not depart from our dominions, without our 
license under our great seal.

“2d, He shall not presume to come into our metropolis, without our express 
order; at which time, the inhabitants shall have two hours warning to keep 
within doors.

“3d, !e said man-mountain shall con"ne his walks to our principal high 
roads, and not offer to walk, or lie down, in a meadow or "eld of corn.
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“4th, As he walks the said roads, he shall take the utmost care not to 
trample upon the bodies of any of our loving subjects, their horses, or carriages, 
nor take any of our subjects into his hands without their own consent.

“5th, If an express requires extraordinary despatch, the man-mountain shall 
be obliged to carry, in his pocket, the messenger and horse a six days journey, 
once in every moon, and return the said messenger back (if so required) safe to 
our imperial presence.

“6th, He shall be our ally against our enemies in the island of Blefuscu, and 
do his utmost to destroy their $eet, which is now preparing to invade us.

“7th, !at the said man-mountain shall, at his times of leisure, be aiding and 
assisting to our workmen, in helping to raise certain great stones, towards 
covering the wall of the principal park, and other our royal buildings.

“8th, !at the said man-mountain shall, in two moons’ time, deliver in an 
exact survey of the circumference of our dominions, by a computation of his 
own paces round the coast.

“Lastly, !at, upon his solemn oath to observe all the above articles, the said 
man-mountain shall have a daily allowance of meat and drink sufficient for the 
support of 1724 of our subjects, with free access to our royal person, and other 
marks of our favour.   Given at our palace at Belfaborac, the twelfth day of the 
ninety-"rst moon of our reign.”

I swore and subscribed to these articles with great cheerfulness and content, 
although some of them were not so honourable as I could have wished; which 
proceeded wholly from the malice of Skyresh Bolgolam, the high-admiral: 
whereupon my chains were immediately unlocked, and I was at full liberty.  !e 
emperor himself, in person, did me the honour to be by at the whole ceremony.  
I made my acknowledgements by prostrating myself at his majesty’s feet: but he 
commanded me to rise; and after many gracious expressions, which, to avoid the 
censure of vanity, I shall not repeat, he added, “that he hoped I should prove a 
useful servant, and well deserve all the favours he had already conferred upon 
me, or might do for the future.”
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Social factors

!e following extract is taken from the opening chapter of Emma (1815) by Jane Austen. Write a 
critical commentary on it, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual and society in 
literature.

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home 
and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; 
and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or 
vex her.

She was the youngest of the two daughters of a most affectionate, indulgent 
father, and had, in consequence of her sister's marriage, been mistress of his 
house from a very early period. Her mother had died too long ago for her to 
have more than an indistinct remembrance of her caresses, and her place had 
been supplied by an excellent woman as governess, who had fallen little short of 
a mother in affection.

Sixteen years had Miss Taylor been in Mr. Woodhouse's family, less as a 
governess than a friend, very fond of both daughters, but particularly of Emma. 
Between them it was more the intimacy of sisters. Even before Miss Taylor had 
ceased to hold the nominal office of governess, the mildness of her temper had 
hardly allowed her to impose any restraint; and the shadow of authority being 
now long passed away, they had been living together as friend and friend very 
mutually attached, and Emma doing just what she liked; highly esteeming Miss 
Taylor's judgment, but directed chie$y by her own.

!e real evils indeed of Emma's situation were the power of having rather 
too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself; 
these were the disadvantages which threatened alloy to her many enjoyments. 
!e danger, however, was at present so unperceived, that they did not by any 
means rank as misfortunes with her.

Sorrow came -- a gentle sorrow -- but not at all in the shape of any 
disagreeable consciousness. Miss Taylor married. It was Miss Taylor's loss which 
"rst brought grief. It was on the wedding-day of this beloved friend that Emma 
"rst sat in mournful thought of any continuance. !e wedding over and the 
bride-people gone, her father and herself were left to dine together, with no 
prospect of a third to cheer a long evening. Her father composed himself to 
sleep after dinner, as usual, and she had then only to sit and think of what she 
had lost.
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Social factors

!e following extract is taken from the opening chapter of Hard Times (1854) by Charles Dickens. 
Write a critical appreciation of it, making reference to the ways in which it explores the topic of the 
individual and society in literature.

Now, what I want is, Facts.   Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts.  
Facts alone are wanted in life.   Plant nothing else, and root out everything else.  
You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will 
ever be of any service to them.  !is is the principle on which I bring up my own 
children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these children.   Stick to 
Facts, sir!’

!e scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a school-room, and the 
speaker’s square fore"nger emphasized his observations by underscoring every 
sentence with a line on the schoolmaster’s sleeve.   !e emphasis was helped by 
the speaker’s square wall of a forehead, which had his eyebrows for its base, 
while his eyes found commodious cellarage in two dark caves, overshadowed by 
the wall.   !e emphasis was helped by the speaker’s mouth, which was wide, 
thin, and hard set.   !e emphasis was helped by the speaker’s voice, which was 
in$exible, dry, and dictatorial.   !e emphasis was helped by the speaker’s hair, 
which bristled on the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of "rs to keep the 
wind from its shining surface, all covered with knobs, like the crust of a plum 
pie, as if the head had scarcely warehouse-room for the hard facts stored inside.  
!e speaker’s obstinate carriage, square coat, square legs, square shoulders,—nay, 
his very neckcloth, trained to take him by the throat with an unaccommodating 
grasp, like a stubborn fact, as it was,—all helped the emphasis.

‘In this life, we want nothing but Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!’
!e speaker, and the schoolmaster, and the third grown person present, all 

backed a little, and swept with their eyes the inclined plane of little vessels then 
and there arranged in order, ready to have imperial gallons of facts poured into 
them until they were full to the brim.
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Mortality 

!e following passage is taken from !e Sea-Wolf (1904) by Jack London. Write a critical 
commentary on it, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual and society in literature.

!e value of life?   How could I put a tangible value upon it?   Somehow, I, 
who have always had expression, lacked expression when with Wolf Larsen.   I 
have since determined that a part of it was due to the man’s personality, but that 
the greater part was due to his totally different outlook.   Unlike other 
materialists I had met and with whom I had something in common to start on, I 
had nothing in common with him.  Perhaps, also, it was the elemental simplicity 
of his mind that baffled me.   He drove so directly to the core of the matter, 
divesting a question always of all super$uous details, and with such an air of 
"nality, that I seemed to "nd myself struggling in deep water, with no footing 
under me.   Value of life?   How could I answer the question on the spur of the 
moment?   !e sacredness of life I had accepted as axiomatic.   !at it was 
intrinsically valuable was a truism I had never questioned.   But when he 
challenged the truism I was speechless.

“We were talking about this yesterday,” he said.   “I held that life was a 
ferment, a yeasty something which devoured life that it might live, and that 
living was merely successful piggishness.  Why, if there is anything in supply and 
demand, life is the cheapest thing in the world.  !ere is only so much water, so 
much earth, so much air; but the life that is demanding to be born is limitless.  
Nature is a spendthrift.   Look at the "sh and their millions of eggs.   For that 
matter, look at you and me.  In our loins are the possibilities of millions of lives.  
Could we but "nd time and opportunity and utilize the last bit and every bit of 
the unborn life that is in us, we could become the fathers of nations and 
populate continents.   Life?   Bah!   It has no value.   Of cheap things it is the 
cheapest.   Everywhere it goes begging.   Nature spills it out with a lavish hand.  
Where there is room for one life, she sows a thousand lives, and it’s life eats life 
till the strongest and most piggish life is left.”

“You have read Darwin,” I said.   “But you read him misunderstandingly 
when you conclude that the struggle for existence sanctions your wanton 
destruction of life.”

He shrugged his shoulders.   “You know you only mean that in relation to 
human life, for of the $esh and the fowl and the "sh you destroy as much as I or 
any other man.  And human life is in no wise different, though you feel it is and 
think that you reason why it is.   Why should I be parsimonious with this life 
which is cheap and without value?   !ere are more sailors than there are ships 
on the sea for them, more workers than there are factories or machines for them.  
Why, you who live on the land know that you house your poor people in the 
slums of cities and loose famine and pestilence upon them, and that there still 
remain more poor people, dying for want of a crust of bread and a bit of meat 
(which is life destroyed), than you know what to do with.   Have you ever seen 
the London dockers "ghting like wild beasts for a chance to work?”
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He started for the companion stairs, but turned his head for a "nal word.  
“Do you know the only value life has is what life puts upon itself ?   And it is of 
course over-estimated since it is of necessity prejudiced in its own favour.   Take 
that man I had aloft.   He held on as if he were a precious thing, a treasure 
beyond diamonds or rubies.  To you?  No.  To me?  Not at all.  To himself ?  Yes.  
But I do not accept his estimate.   He sadly overrates himself.   !ere is plenty 
more life demanding to be born.  Had he fallen and dripped his brains upon the 
deck like honey from the comb, there would have been no loss to the world.  He 
was worth nothing to the world.   !e supply is too large.   To himself only was 
he of value, and to show how "ctitious even this value was, being dead he is 
unconscious that he has lost himself.   He alone rated himself beyond diamonds 
and rubies.  Diamonds and rubies are gone, spread out on the deck to be washed 
away by a bucket of sea-water, and he does not even know that the diamonds 
and rubies are gone.   He does not lose anything, for with the loss of himself he 
loses the knowledge of loss.  Don’t you see?  And what have you to say?”

“!at you are at least consistent,” was all I could say, and I went on washing 
the dishes.
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National Identity

!e extract below is taken from A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) by Irish writer James 
Joyce. Here, Davin questions Stephen Dedalus, the main character about his decision to drop out of 
an Irish language class and his Irishness. Write a critical commentary on the extract, relating it more 
generally to your reading on the theme of the individual and society in literature.

Cranly took him at the word and the two began to tussle. When their faces 
had $ushed with the struggle they drew apart, panting. Stephen bent down 
towards Davin who, intent on the game, had paid no heed to the talk of the 
others.

—And how is my little tame goose? he asked. Did he sign, too?
David nodded and said:
—And you, Stevie?
Stephen shook his head.
—You're a terrible man, Stevie, said Davin, taking the short pipe from his 

mouth, always alone.
—Now that you have signed the petition for universal peace, said Stephen, I 

suppose you will burn that little copybook I saw in your room.
As Davin did not answer, Stephen began to quote:
—Long pace, "anna! Right incline, "anna! Fianna, by numbers, salute, one, 

two!
—!at's a different question, said Davin. I'm an Irish nationalist, "rst and 

foremost. But that's you all out. You're a born sneerer, Stevie.
—When you make the next rebellion with hurleysticks, said Stephen, and 

want the indispensable informer, tell me. I can "nd you a few in this college.
—I can't understand you, said Davin. One time I hear you talk against 

English literature. Now you talk against the Irish informers. What with your 
name and your ideas—Are you Irish at all?

—Come with me now to the office of arms and I will show you the tree of 
my family, said Stephen.

—!en be one of us, said Davin. Why don't you learn Irish? Why did you 
drop out of the league class after the "rst lesson?

—You know one reason why, answered Stephen.
Davin tossed his head and laughed.
—Oh, come now, he said. Is it on account of that certain young lady and 

Father Moran? But that's all in your own mind, Stevie. !ey were only talking 
and laughing.

Stephen paused and laid a friendly hand upon Davin's shoulder.
—Do you remember, he said, when we knew each other "rst? !e "rst 

morning we met you asked me to show you the way to the matriculation class, 
putting a very strong stress on the "rst syllable. You remember? !en you used to 
address the jesuits as father, you remember? I ask myself about you: IS HE AS 
INNOCENT AS HIS SPEECH?
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—I'm a simple person, said Davin. You know that. When you told me that 
night in Harcourt Street those things about your private life, honest to God, 
Stevie, I was not able to eat my dinner. I was quite bad. I was awake a long time 
that night. Why did you tell me those things?

—!anks, said Stephen. You mean I am a monster.
—No, said Davin. But I wish you had not told me.
A tide began to surge beneath the calm surface of Stephen's friendliness.
—!is race and this country and this life produced me, he said I shall 

express myself as I am.
—Try to be one of us, repeated Davin. In heart you are an Irish man but 

your pride is too powerful.
—My ancestors threw off their language and took another Stephen said. 

!ey allowed a handful of foreigners to subject them. Do you fancy I am going 
to pay in my own life and person debts they made? What for?

—For our freedom, said Davin.
—No honourable and sincere man, said Stephen, has given up to you his 

life and his youth and his affections from the days of Tone to those of Parnell, 
but you sold him to the enemy or failed him in need or reviled him and left him 
for another. And you invite me to be one of you. I'd see you damned "rst.

—!ey died for their ideals, Stevie, said Davin. Our day will come yet, 
believe me.

Stephen, following his own thought, was silent for an instant.
—!e soul is born, he said vaguely, "rst in those moments I told you of. It 

has a slow and dark birth, more mysterious than the birth of the body. When the 
soul of a man is born in this country there are nets $ung at it to hold it back 
from $ight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to $y by 
those nets.

Davin knocked the ashes from his pipe.
—Too deep for me, Stevie, he said. But a man's country comes "rst. Ireland 

"rst, Stevie. You can be a poet or a mystic after.
—Do you know what Ireland is? asked Stephen with cold violence. Ireland 

is the old sow that eats her farrow.
Davin rose from his box and went towards the players, shaking his head 

sadly. But in a moment his sadness left him and he was hotly disputing with 
Cranly and the two players who had "nished their game. A match of four was 
arranged, Cranly insisting, however, that his ball should be used. He let it 
rebound twice or thrice to his hand and struck it strongly and swiftly towards 
the base of the alley, exclaiming in answer to its thud:

—Your soul!
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Free will

!e following passage is taken from Aldous Huxley’s dystopian novel, Brave New World (1932). !e 
protagonist John Savage and Mustapha Mond, a World Controller of Western Europe, are debating 
the need for religion in their society. Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it more 
generally to the theme of the individual and society in literature.

"My dear young friend," said Mustapha Mond, "civilization has absolutely 
no need of nobility or heroism. !ese things are symptoms of political 
inefficiency. In a properly organized society like ours, nobody has any 
opportunities for being noble or heroic. Conditions have got to be thoroughly 
unstable before the occasion can arise. Where there are wars, where there are 
divided allegiances, where there are temptations to be resisted, objects of love to 
be fought for or defended–there, obviously, nobility and heroism have some 
sense. But there aren't any wars nowadays. !e greatest care is taken to prevent 
you from loving any one too much. !ere's no such thing as a divided allegiance; 
you're so conditioned that you can't help doing what you ought to do. And what 
you ought to do is on the whole so pleasant, so many of the natural impulses are 
allowed free play, that there really aren't any temptations to resist. And if ever, by 
some unlucky chance, anything unpleasant should somehow happen, why, there's 
always soma to give you a holiday from the facts. And there's always soma to 
calm your anger, to reconcile you to your enemies, to make you patient and long-
suffering. In the past you could only accomplish these things by making a great 
effort and after years of hard moral training. Now, you swallow two or three 
half-gramme tablets, and there you are. Anybody can be virtuous now. You can 
carry at least half your morality about in a bottle. Christianity without tears–
that's what soma is."

"But the tears are necessary. Don't you remember what Othello said? 'If 
after every tempest came such calms, may the winds blow till they have wakened 
death.' !ere's a story one of the old Indians used to tell us, about the Girl of 
Mátaski. !e young men who wanted to marry her had to do a morning's 
hoeing in her garden. It seemed easy; but there were $ies and mosquitoes, magic 
ones. Most of the young men simply couldn't stand the biting and stinging. But 
the one that could–he got the girl."

"Charming! But in civilized countries," said the Controller, "you can have 
girls without hoeing for them, and there aren't any $ies or mosquitoes to sting 
you. We got rid of them all centuries ago."

!e Savage nodded, frowning. "You got rid of them. Yes, that's just like you. 
Getting rid of everything unpleasant instead of learning to put up with it. 
Whether 'tis better in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous 
fortune, or to take arms against a sea of troubles and by opposing end them … 
But you don't do either. Neither suffer nor oppose. You just abolish the slings 
and arrows. It's too easy."
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He was suddenly silent, thinking of his mother. In her room on the thirty-
seventh $oor, Linda had $oated in a sea of singing lights and perfumed 
caresses–$oated away, out of space, out of time, out of the prison of her 
memories, her habits, her aged and bloated body. And Tomakin, ex-Director of 
Hatcheries and Conditioning, Tomakin was still on holiday–on holiday from 
humiliation and pain, in a world where he could not hear those words, that 
derisive laughter, could not see that hideous face, feel those moist and $abby 
arms round his neck, in a beautiful world …

"What you need," the Savage went on, "is something with tears for a 
change. Nothing costs enough here."

("Twelve and a half million dollars," Henry Foster had protested when the 
Savage told him that. "Twelve and a half million–that's what the new 
Conditioning Centre cost. Not a cent less.")

"Exposing what is mortal and unsure to all that fortune, death and danger 
dare, even for an eggshell. Isn't there something in that?" he asked, looking up at 
Mustapha Mond. "Quite apart from God–though of course God would be a 
reason for it. Isn't there something in living dangerously?"

"!ere's a great deal in it," the Controller replied. "Men and women must 
have their adrenals stimulated from time to time."

"What?" questioned the Savage, uncomprehending.
"It's one of the conditions of perfect health. !at's why we've made the 

V.P.S. treatments compulsory."
"V.P.S.?"
"Violent Passion Surrogate. Regularly once a month. We $ood the whole 

system with adrenin. It's the complete physiological equivalent of fear and rage. 
All the tonic effects of murdering Desdemona and being murdered by Othello, 
without any of the inconveniences."

"But I like the inconveniences."
"We don't," said the Controller. "We prefer to do things comfortably."
"But I don't want comfort. I want God, I want poetry, I want real danger, I 

want freedom, I want goodness. I want sin."
"In fact," said Mustapha Mond, "you're claiming the right to be unhappy."
"All right then," said the Savage de"antly, "I'm claiming the right to be 

unhappy."
"Not to mention the right to grow old and ugly and impotent; the right to 

have syphilis and cancer; the right to have too little to eat; the right to be lousy; 
the right to live in constant apprehension of what may happen to-morrow; the 
right to catch typhoid; the right to be tortured by unspeakable pains of every 
kind." !ere was a long silence.

"I claim them all," said the Savage at last.
Mustapha Mond shrugged his shoulders. "You're welcome," he said.
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Dislocation

!e following passage is taken from Ralph Ellison’s short story ‘Battle Royal’ (1952) about the 
struggle of African-Americans in America. Write a critical appreciation of the passage relating its 
themes and style to the topic of the individual and society.

It goes a long way back, some twenty years. All my life I had been looking 
for something, and everywhere I turned someone tried to tell me what it was. I 
accepted their answers too, though they were often in contradiction and even 
self-contradictory. I was naive. I was looking for myself and asking everyone 
except myself questions which I, and only I, could answer. It took me a long 
time and much painful boomeranging of my expectations to achieve a 
realization everyone else appears to have been born with: !at I am nobody but 
myself. But "rst I had to discover that I am an invisible man!

And yet I am no freak of nature, nor of history. I was in the cards, other 
things having been equal (or unequal) eighty-"ve years ago. I am not ashamed of 
my grandparents for having been slaves. I am only ashamed of myself for having 
at one time been ashamed. About eighty-"ve years ago they were told that they 
were free, united with others of our country in everything pertaining to the 
common good, and, in everything social, separate like the "ngers of the hand. 
And they believed it. !ey exulted in it. !ey stayed in their place, worked hard, 
and brought up my father to do the same. But my grandfather is the one. He 
was an odd old guy, my grandfather, and I am told I take after him. It was he 
who caused the trouble. On his deathbed he called my father to him and said, 
"Son, after I'm gone I want you to keep up the good "ght. I never told you, but 
our life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy's 
country ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your 
head in the lion's mouth. I want you to overcome 'em with yeses, undermine 'em 
with grins, agree 'em to death and destruction, let 'em swoller you till they vomit 
or bust wide open." !ey thought the old man had gone out of his mind. He 
had been the meekest of men. !e younger children were rushed from the room, 
the shades drawn and the $ame of the lamp turned so low that it sputtered on 
the wick like the old man's breathing. "Learn it to the younguns," he whispered 
"ercely; then he died.

But my folks were more alarmed over his last words than over his dying. It 
was as though he had not died at all, his words caused so much anxiety. I was 
warned emphatically to forget what he had said and, indeed, this is the "rst time 
it has been mentioned outside the family circle. It had a tremendous effect upon 
me, however. I could never be sure of what he meant. Grandfather had been a 
quiet old man who never made any trouble, yet on his deathbed he had called 
himself a traitor and a spy, and he had spoken of his meekness as a dangerous 
activity. It became a constant puzzle which lay unanswered in the back of my 
mind. And whenever things went well for me I remembered my grandfather and 
felt guilty and uncomfortable.
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It was as though I was carrying out his advice in spite of myself. And to 
make it worse, everyone loved me for it. I was praised by the most lily-white 
men of the town. I was considered an example of desirable conduct -- just as my 
grandfather had been. And what puzzled me was that the old man had de"ned 
it as treachery. When I was praised for my conduct I felt a guilt that in some 
way I was doing something that was really against the wishes of the white folks, 
that if they had understood they would have desired me to act just the opposite, 
that I should have been sulky and mean, and that that really would have been 
what they wanted, even though they were fooled and thought they wanted me 
to act as I did. It made me afraid that some day they would look upon me as a 
traitor and I would be lost. Still I was more afraid to act any other way because 
they didn't like that at all. !e old man's words were like a curse.
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Identity 

!e extract below is taken from !e Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Amongst Ghosts (1975) by 
Maxine Hong Kingston. !e narrator here describes her experience as a "rst-generation Chinese-
American living in the United States.

Write a critical appreciation of the extract, discussing ways in which it explores the theme of the 
individual and society.

When I went to kindergarten and had to speak English for the "rst time, I 
became silent. A dumbness—a shame—still cracks my voice in two, even when I 
want to say “hello” casually, or ask an easy question in front of the check-out 
counter, or ask directions of a bus driver. I stand frozen, or I hold up the line 
with the complete, grammatical sentence that comes squeaking out at 
impossible length. “What did you say?” says the cab driver, or “Speak up,” so I 
have to perform again, only weaker the second time. A telephone call makes my 
throat bleed and takes up that day’s courage. It spoils my day with self-disgust 
when I hear my broken voice come skittering out into the open. It makes people 
wince to hear it. I’m getting better, though. Recently I asked the postman for 
special issue stamps; I’ve waited since childhood for postmen to give me some of 
their own accord. I am making progress, a little every day.

My silence was thicket—total—during the three years that I covered my 
school paintings with black paint. I painted layers of black over houses and 
$owers and suns, and when I drew on the blackboard, I put a layer of chalk on 
top. I was making a stage curtain, and it was the moment before the curtain 
parted or rose. !e teachers called my parents to school, and I saw they had been 
saving my pictures, curling and cracking, all alike and black. !e teachers 
pointed to the pictures and looked serious, talked seriously too, but my parents 
did not understand English. (“!e parents and teachers of criminals were 
executed,” said my father.) My parents took the pictures home. I spread them 
out (so black and full of possibilities) and pretended the curtains were swinging 
open, $ying up, one after another, sunlight underneath, mighty operas.

During the "rst silent year I spoke to no one at school, did not ask before 
going to the lavatory, and $unked kindergarten. My sister also said nothing for 
three years, silent in the playground and silent at lunch. !ere were other quiet 
Chinese girls not of our family, but most of them got over it sooner than we did. 
I enjoyed the silence. At "rst it did not occur to me I was supposed to talk or to 
pass kindergarten. I talked at home and to one or two of the Chinese kids in 
class. I made motions and even made some jokes. I drank out of a toy saucer 
when the water spilled out of the cup, and everybody laughed, pointing at me, so 
I did it some more. I didn’t know that Americans don’t drink out of saucers.

I like the Negro students (Black Ghosts) best because they laughed the 
loudest and talked to me as if I were a daring talker too. One of the Negro girls 
had her mother coil braids over her ears Shanghai-style like mine; we were 
Shanghai twins except that she was covered with black like my paintings.
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Two Negro kids enrolled in Chinese school, and the teachers gave them 
Chinese names. Some Negro kids walked me to school and home, protecting me 
from the Japanese kids, who hit me and chased me and stuck gum in my ears. 
!e Japanese kids were noisy and tough. !ey appeared one day in kindergarten, 
released from concentration camp, which was a tic-tac-toe mark, like barbed 
wire, on the map.

It was when I found out I had to talk that school became a misery, that the 
silence became a misery. I did not speak and felt bad each time that I did not 
speak. I read aloud in "rst grade, though, and heard the barest whisper with little 
squeaks come out of my throat. “Louder,” said the teacher, who scared the voice 
away again. !e other Chinese girls did not talk either, so I knew the silence had 
to do with being a Chinese girl.
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Change 

!e following extract is adapted from the novel Metroland (1980) by Julian Barnes. !e protagonist 
Christopher Lloyd recounts his experiences growing up in the suburbs of London. Write a critical 
commentary on it, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual and society in literature.

Life at sixteen was wonderfully enclosed and balanced. On one side, there 
was the compulsion of school, hated and enjoyed. On the other side, the 
compulsion of home, hated and enjoyed. Out there, vague and marvellous as the 
Empyrean, lay capital-L Life. !ere were sometimes things – like holidays – 
which seemed as if they might give a foretaste of life; yet they always turned out 
to count as home after all.

But there was a point of balance in the oscillation between home and 
school. !e   journey. An hour and a quarter each way, a time of twice-daily 
metamorphosis. At one end, on the whole, you appeared clean, tidy, hard-
working, conservative, responsibly questioning, unworried by sex, attracted by a 
fair division of life between work and play, not unhealthily interested in art: a 
pride, if usually less than a joy, to your parents. At the other end you slouched 
out of the carriage, shoes scuffed, tie askew, nails neurotically bitten, palms 
forested by wanking, satchel held in front of you to conceal an expiring hard, 
loud-mouthed with merde1 and bugger, lazy yet smirkingly con"dent, obsequious 
and deceitful, contemptuous of  authority, mad about art, emotionally 
homosexual for want of choice, and obsessed with the idea of nudist camps.

Needless to say, you never noticed the transformation yourself. Nor would 
an outsider have spotted it: at the point of change, he would merely have seen an 
averagely clean schoolboy, his satchel on his knees, testing himself on French 
vocabulary with a sheet of paper half-covering the page, and every so often 
looking up and staring out of the window.

!ose daily journeys were, I now realise, the only times when I was safely 
alone. Perhaps that was why I never found them tiring or boring, despite sitting 
for years with the same chalk-striped men and watching out of the same 
window the same scene and then the same tunnel walls, their sides corrugated 
with dusty black cables. And every day, of course, there were games to be played 
which never failed.

!e "rst of these was getting a seat: which was a far from boring business. 
Frankly, I never cared much where I sat on a train; but I did enjoy sitting where 
other people wanted to sit. !is was the day’s "rst subversive action. Some of the 
old turds who got on at Eastwick actually had favourite places: favourite 
carriages, favourite sides, a favourite spot in the knotted string rack for their 
bowlers. Frustrating their contemptible hopes was a "ne game, and not too hard, 
since you weren’t forced to play by the adult rules. !e pinstripes and the 
chalkstripes always forced themselves to get their favourite place without 
appearing to care where they sat, yet casually sticking out their fatty hips and 
metal-cornered attaché cases in an attempt to grab pole position.

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

35



As a kid you were obviously a rule-free beast whom self-restraint and the laws of 
society had not yet forced into not grabbing what you wanted (or actually, in this 
case, not grabbing what you didn’t care whether you had or not). So as you 
waited for the train you would lurk around uncertainly, changing your place on 
the platform to put the wind up the old turds. !en you might make a dash for a 
door as the train came in; even break all the rules by wrenching a door open 
before the train had stopped.

!e coolest thing of all to do – though it took a lot of nerve – was just to 
beat some old turd to his favourite seat and then, as you saw him settling 
resentfully for second-best, get up casually and $op down in some obviously less 
desirable area of the compartment. !en you stared at him knowingly. Since they 
rarely owned up to their desires, but clearly knew that you knew them, you won 
twice.
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Identity / Religion

!e passage below is from Oranges are not the Only Fruit (1985) by Jeanette Winterson, which 
revolves around the narrator’s childhood growing up with evangelical missionaries. 

Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual 
and society.

It was in this way that I began my education: she taught me to read from 
the Book of Deuteronomy, and she told me all about the lives of the saints, how 
they were really wicked, and given to nameless desires. Not "t for worship; this 
was yet another heresy of the Catholic Church and I was not to be misled by the 
smooth tongues of priests.

‘But I never see any priests.’
‘A girl’s motto is BE PREPARED.’
I learnt that it rains when clouds collide with a high building, like a steeple, 

or a cathedral; the impact punctures them, and everybody underneath gets wet. 
!is was why, in the old days, when the only tall buildings were holy, people 
used to say cleanliness is next to godliness. !e more godly your town, the more 
high buildings you’d have, and the more rain you’d get.

‘!at’s why all these Heathen places are so dry,’ explained my mother, then 
she looked into space, and her pencil quivered. ‘Poor Pastor Spratt.’

I discovered that everything in the natural world was a symbol of the Great 
Struggle between good and evil. ‘Consider the mamba,’ said my mother. ‘Over 
short distances the mamba can outrun a horse.’ And she drew the race on a 
sheet of paper. She meant that in the short term, evil can triumph, but never for 
very long. We were very glad, and we sang our favourite hymn, Yield Not To 
Temptation.

I asked my mother to teach my French, but her face clouded over, and she 
said she couldn’t.

‘Why not?’
‘It was nearly my downfall.’
‘What do you mean?’ I persisted, whenever I could. But she only shook her 

head and muttered something about me being too young, that I’d "nd out all too 
soon, that it was nasty.

‘One day,’ she said "nally, ‘I’ll tell you about Pierre,’ then she switched on 
the radio and ignored me for so long that I went back to bed.

Quite often, she’d start to tell me a story and then go on to something else 
in the middle, so I never found out what happened to the Earthly Paradise when 
it stopped being off the coast of India, and I was stuck at ‘six sevens are forty-
two’ for almost a week.

‘Why don’t I go to school?’ I asked her. I was curious about school because 
my mother always called it a Breeding Ground. I didn’t know what she meant, 
but I knew it was a bad thing, like Unnatural Passions. ‘!ey’ll lead you astray,’ 
was the only answer I got.
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I thought about all this in the toilet. It was outside, and I hated having to go 
at night because of the spiders that came over from the coal-shed. My dad and 
me always seemed to be in the toilet, me sitting on my hands and humming, and 
him standing up, I supposed. My mother got very angry.

‘You come on in, it doesn’t take that long.’
But it was the only place to go. We all shared the same bedroom, because 

my mother was building us a bathroom in the back, and eventually, if she got the 
partition "tted, a little half-room for me. She worked very slowly though, 
because she said she had a lot on her mind. Sometimes Mrs White came round 
to help mix the grout, but then they’d both end up listening to Johnny Cash, or 
writing a new hand-out on Baptism by Total Immersion. She did "nish 
eventually, but not for three years.

Meanwhile, my lessons continued. I learnt about Horticulture and Garden 
Pests via the slugs and my mother’s seed catalogues, and I developed an 
understanding of Historical Process through the prophecies in the Book of 
Revelation, and a magazine called !e Plain Truth, which my mother received 
each week.

‘It’s Elijah in our midst again,’ she declared.
And so I learned to interpret the signs and wonders that the unbeliever 

might never understand.
‘You’ll need to when you’re out there on the mission "eld,’ she reminded 

me.
!en, one morning, when we had got up early to listen to Ivan Popov from 

behind the Iron Curtain, a fat brown envelope plopped through the letter box. 
My mother thought it was letters of thanks from those who had attended our 
Healing of the Sick crusade in the town hall. She ripped it open, then her face 
fell.

‘What is it?’ I asked her.
‘It’s about you.’
‘What about me?’
‘I have to send you to school.’
I whizzed into the toilet and sat on my hands; the Breeding Ground at last.
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Mind, body and soul

!e following extract is from Self (1996) by the Canadian writer Yann Martel (1963—). Write a 
critical commentary on the extract, exploring the ways in which it contributes to the topic of the 
individual and society in literature.

It is difficult to describe the metamorphosis that begins at puberty. !ere are 
so many different strands. At "rst, puberty was a physical phenomenon for me. 
It was a new hairiness, an awkward physical growth, a skin disease, the discovery 
of a secret pleasure. Only dimly did I realise that it was also a mental 
phenomenon. I barely noticed that a new universe slipped itself in front of my 
eyes. One where the most paralysing anxiety could run alongside the greatest 
elation. One where the idea of choice, real, personal choice, was introduced. One 
where knowledge and confusion increased exponentially. One where notions 
such as success and failure, will and sloth, appearance and reality, freedom and 
responsibility, the public and the private, the moral and the immoral, the mental 
and the physical, replaced the simpler guiding notion of fun. At the centre of 
these changes was a new ache, that of sexual need, and a new loneliness — deep, 
bottomless it seemed, pure torture. Puberty for me was a path unmarked by 
signposts or sudden illuminations. I thought I was the same as always, absolutely 
the same, until I realised that I no longer enjoyed playing with toys quite so 
much, or being with my parents all the time.

I wonder, for example, when I took my last shower with my father. When 
was that precise last time that we alternated being beneath the shower head? 
!at we passed each other the soap and the shampoo? !at we stepped out 
together and dried ourselves? All without thinking about it. !e progression 
from nudity to nakedness was slow and imperceptible — but there must have 
been that last shower, that border that would not be crossed again.

!e direction of my gaze changed. Questions no longer sprung from me 
like arrows from a bow — Why is the sky blue? Who wrote the Bible? Why do 
elephants have long noses? !ere were mysteries on the inside, too. I began to 
look into mirrors. At "rst I would busy myself with the unavoidable externals: 
the clogged pores of my nose, the pustules on my forehead, the curls and waves 
of my hair. !en I would truly look at myself; that is, I would look at my eyes, 
those repositories of my soul. Behind those little black wholes — who? So much 
$ux. Was it like this for everyone?

I discovered my body. Till then my mental and physical selves had been in 
such harmony that I had never considered them separately, or as separable. But 
now my mind’s vessel began to show signs of waywardness, to reveal that it 
could deliver unexpected pains and pleasures of its own making. !e result was a 
more complicated, multifaceted ‘I’, with more mouths to feed, more needs to 
tend to.

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

39



Solitude became a pleasure. !ere are certain moments of adolescence that 
are beyond the grasp of words. You are quiet, you are looking at a "eld, say, or a 
row of books in a library, when suddenly things appear sharp and precise, and 
there is a tinkle. !at’s not the right word. What I mean is, because of your 
youth and overarching vitality you have tricked life into overlooking you, and 
you have crept up on it from behind and you are near its heart and you can hear 
its heartbeat. It’s not a roaring throb you hear but something very quiet, a gentle 
quiver to the "eld, to the row of books, something so quiet that it is more visual 
than aural, the merest shimmer. !is heartbeat brings no words to your mind, 
but you feel an expansion; doors open in your head onto immense empty rooms 
and your mind exclaims, ‘Heavens, this place is bigger than I realised!’ So while 
the furniture is the same as the moment before, the house of your mind, has 
suddenly expanded fourfold. !is is what I mean by tinkle, by shimmer, by 
heartbeat: a vague awareness during adolescence that vitality is outstripping 
comprehension.
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Religion

!e extract below has been adapted from 36 Arguments for the Existence of God (2010) by Rebecca 
Goldstein. Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the ways in which the topic of 
the individual and society in literature is explored.

Something shifted, something so immense you could call it the world.
Call it the world.
!e world shifted, catching lots of smart people off guard, churning up 

issues you had thought had settled forever beneath the earth's crust. !e more 
sophisticated you are, the more annotated your mental life, the more taken aback 
you're likely to feel, seeing what the world's lurch has brought to light, thrusting 
up beliefs and desires you had assumed belonged to an earlier stage of human 
development.

What is this stuff, you ask one another, and how can it still be kicking 
around, given how much we already know? It looks like the kind of relics that 
archeologists dig up and dust off, speculating about the beliefs that once had 
animated them, to the best that they can be reconstructed, gone as they are now, 
those thrashings of proto-rationality and mythico-magical hypothesizing, and 
nearly forgotten.

Now it's all gone unforgotten, and minds that have better things to think 
about have to divert precious neuronal resources to "guring out how to knock 
some sense back into the species. It's a tiresome proposition, having to take up 
the work of the Enlightenment all over again, but it's happened on your watch. 
You ought to have sent up a balloon now and then to get a read on the 
prevailing cognitive conditions, the !inks watching out for the !ink-Nots.  
Now you've gone and let the stockpiling of fallacies reach dangerous levels, and 
the massed weapons of illogic are threatening the survivability of the globe.

None of this is particularly good for the world, but it has been good for 
Cass Seltzer. !at's what he's thinking at this moment, gazing down at the 
frozen river and regarding the improbable swerve his life has lately taken. He's 
thinking his life has gotten better because the world has gone bonkers. He's 
thinking zealots proliferate and Seltzer prospers.

It's 4 a.m., and Cass Seltzer is standing on Weeks Bridge, the graceful arc 
that spans the Charles River near Harvard University, staring down at the river 
below, which is in the rigor mortis of late February in New England. !e whole 
vista is deserted beyond vacancy, deserted in the way of being inhospitable to 
human life. !ere's not a car passing on Memorial Drive, and the elegant river 
dorms are darkened to silent hulks, the most hyperkinetic of undergraduates 
sedated to purring girls and boys.

For close to two decades, Cass Seltzer has all but owned the psychology of 
religion, but only because nobody else wanted it, not anyone with the smarts to 
do academic research in psychology and the ambition to follow through. It had 
been impossible to get grants, and the prestigious journals would return his 
manuscripts without sending them out for peer review. 
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But now things had happened — fundamental and fundamentalist things 
— and religion as a phenomenon is on everybody's mind. And among all the 
changes that religion's new towering pro"le has wrought in the world, which are 
mostly alarming if not downright terrifying, is the transformation in the life of 
one Cass Seltzer. 

First had come the book, which he had entitled !e Varieties of Religious 
Illusion, a nod to both William James's !e Varieties of Religious Experience 
and to Sigmund Freud's !e Future of an Illusion. !e book had brought Cass 
an indecent amount of attention. Time magazine, in a cover story on the so-
called new atheists, had singled him out as the only one among them who seems 
to have any idea of what it feels like to be a believer — "to write of religious 
illusions from the standpoint of the regretfully disillusioned" — and had ended 
by dubbing him "the atheist with a soul." When the magazine came out, Cass's 
literary agent, Sy Auerbach, called to congratulate him. "Now that you're 
famous, even I might have to take you seriously."

Standing dead center on Weeks Bridge, in the dead of winter in the dead of 
night, staring down at the sublime formation, Cass is contemplating the strange 
thing that his life has become.

To him. His life has become strange to him. He feels as if he's wearing 
somebody else's coat, grabbed in a hurry from the bed in the spare bedroom 
after a boozy party. He's walking around in someone else's bespoke cashmere 
while that guy's got Cass's hooded parka, and only Cass seems to have noticed 
the switch.

What has happened is that Cass Seltzer has become an intellectual 
celebrity. He's become famous for his abstract ideas. And not just any old 
abstract ideas, but atheist abstract ideas, which makes him, according to some of 
the latest polls, a spokesperson for the most distrusted minority in America, the 
one that most Americans are least willing to allow their children to marry.
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Mortality

!e following extract is taken from Hamlet (1623) by William Shakespeare. In this scene, Hamlet, 
the Prince of Denmark, contemplates suicide in the face of his father’s murder and his own 
cowardice to act. Write a critical appreciation of it, relating its concerns to the theme of the 
individual and society in literature.

HAMLET
To be, or not to be: that is the question:
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
!e slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;      5
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
!e heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
!at $esh is heir to, 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep;
To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there's the rub;     10
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause: there's the respect
!at makes calamity of so long life;
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,     15
!e oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,
!e pangs of despised love, the law's delay,
!e insolence of office and the spurns
!at patient merit of the unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make      20
With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
!e undiscover'd country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will       25
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
!an $y to others that we know not of ?
!us conscience does make cowards of us all;
And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought,      30
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry,
And lose the name of action.--Soft you now!
!e fair Ophelia! Nymph, in thy orisons
Be all my sins remember'd.         35
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Social roles

!e following passage is taken from A Doll ’s House (1879) by Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen. 
Write a critical commentary on it, relating it more generally to the theme of the individual and 
society in literature.

NORA. We have been married now eight years. Does it not occur to you that 
this is the "rst time we two, you and I, husband and wife, have had a serious 
conversation?
HELMER. What do you mean by serious?
NORA. In all these eight years--longer than that--from the very beginning of 
our acquaintance, we have never exchanged a word on any serious subject.
HELMER. Was it likely that I would be continually and forever telling you 
about worries that you could not help me to bear?
NORA. I am not speaking about business matters. I say that we have never sat 
down in earnest together to try and get at the bottom of anything.
HELMER. But, dearest Nora, would it have been any good to you?
NORA. !at is just it; you have never understood me. I have been greatly 
wronged, Torvald--"rst by papa and then by you.
HELMER. What! By us two--by us two, who have loved you better than 
anyone else in the world?
NORA [shaking her head]. You have never loved me. You have only thought it 
pleasant to be in love with me.
HELMER. Nora, what do I hear you saying?
Nora. It is perfectly true, Torvald. When I was at home with papa, he told me 
his opinion about everything, and so I had the same opinions; and if I differed 
from him I concealed the fact, because he would not have liked it. He called me 
his doll-child, and he played with me just as I used to play with my dolls. And 
when I came to live with you--
HELMER. What sort of an expression is that to use about our marriage?
NORA [undisturbed]. I mean that I was simply transferred from papa's hands 
into yours. You arranged everything according to your own taste, and so I got the 
same tastes as your else I pretended to, I am really not quite sure which--I think 
sometimes the one and sometimes the other. When I look back on it, it seems to 
me as if I had been living here like a poor woman--just from hand to mouth. I 
have existed merely to perform tricks for you, Torvald. But you would have it so. 
You and papa have committed a great sin against me. It is your fault that I have 
made nothing of my life.
HELMER. How unreasonable and how ungrateful you are, Nora! Have you not 
been happy here?
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NORA. No, I have never been happy. I thought I was, but it has never really 
been so.
HELMER. Not--not happy! 
NORA. No, only merry. And you have always been so kind to me. But our 
home has been nothing but a playroom. I have been your doll-wife, just as at 
home I was papa's doll-child; and here the children have been my dolls. I 
thought it great fun when you played with me, just as they thought it great fun 
when I played with them. !at is what our marriage has been, Torvald.
HELMER. Nora!
NORA. Didn't you say so yourself a little while ago--that you dare not trust me 
to bring them up?
HELMER. In a moment of anger! Why do you pay any heed to that?
NORA. Indeed, you were perfectly right. I am not "t for the task. !ere is 
another task I must undertake "rst. I must try and educate myself--you are not 
the man to help me in that. I must do that for myself. And that is why I am 
going to leave you now.
HELMER [springing up]. What do you say?
NORA. I must stand quite alone, if I am to understand myself and everything 
about me. It is for that reason that I cannot remain with you any longer.
HELMER. Nora, Nora!
NORA. I am going away from here now, at once. I am sure Christine will take 
me in for the night--
HELMER. You are out of your mind! I won't allow it! I forbid you!
NORA. It is no use forbidding me anything any longer. I will take with me 
what belongs to myself. I will take nothing from you, either now or later.
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Relationships

!e following extract is taken from the play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf (1938) by Edward Albee. 
In this passage from Act One (titled ‘Fun and Games’), middle-aged couple Martha and George, an 
associate professor of History are hosting a dinner party for Nick, a biology professor and his wife 
Honey.

Write a critical appreciation of the extract, relating it more generally to your reading on the theme 
of the individual and society.

MARTHA: So, anyway, I married the S.O.B., and I had it all planned out ... 
He was the groom ... he was going to be groomed. He’d take over some 
day ... "rst, he’d take over the History Department, and then, when Daddy 
retired, he’d take over the college ... you know? !at’s the way it was supposed 
to be. 
[To GEORGE, who is at the portable bar with his back to her]
You getting angry, baby? Hunh? [Now back] !at’s the way it was supposed to 
be. Very simple. And Daddy seemed to think it was a pretty good idea, too. 
For a while. Until he watched for a couple of years!
[To GEORGE again] You getting angrier? [Now back] Until he watched 10 
for a couple of years and started thinking maybe it wasn’t such a good idea 
after all ... that maybe Georgie-boy didn’t have the stuff ... that he didn’t have 
it in him!
GEORGE [still with his back to them all]: Stop it, Martha.
MARTHA [viciously triumphant]: !e hell I will! You see, George didn’t 
have much ... push ... he wasn’t particularly aggressive. In fact he was sort of 
a ... [Spits the word at GEORGE’s back] ... a FLOP! A great ... big ... fat ... 
FLOP!
[CRASH! Immediately after FLOP! GEORGE breaks a bottle against
the portable bar and stands there, still with his back to them all, holding the 
remains of the bottle by the neck. !ere is a silence, with everyone frozen. !en ... ]
GEORGE [almost crying]: I said stop, Martha.
MARTHA [after considering what course to take]: I hope that was an empty 
bottle, George. You don’t want to waste good liquor ... not on your salary. 
[GEORGE drops the broken bottle on the "oor, not moving.]
Not on an Associate Professor’s salary. [To NICK and HONEY] I mean, 
he’d be ... no good ... at trustees’ dinners, fund raising. He didn’t have any ... 
personality, you know what I mean? Which was disappointing to Daddy, as 
you can imagine. So, here I am, stuck with this $op …
GEORGE [turning around]: ... don’t go on, Martha. ...
MARTHA: ... this BOG in the History Department. ... 
GEORGE: ... don’t, Martha, don’t ...

MARTHA: So, anyway, I married the S.O.B., and I had it all planned out ... 
He was the groom ... he was going to be groomed. He’d take over some 
day ... "rst, he’d take over the History Department, and then, when Daddy 
retired, he’d take over the college ... you know? !at’s the way it was supposed 
to be. 
[To GEORGE, who is at the portable bar with his back to her]
You getting angry, baby? Hunh? [Now back] !at’s the way it was supposed to 
be. Very simple. And Daddy seemed to think it was a pretty good idea, too. 
For a while. Until he watched for a couple of years!
[To GEORGE again] You getting angrier? [Now back] Until he watched 10 
for a couple of years and started thinking maybe it wasn’t such a good idea 
after all ... that maybe Georgie-boy didn’t have the stuff ... that he didn’t have 
it in him!
GEORGE [still with his back to them all]: Stop it, Martha.
MARTHA [viciously triumphant]: !e hell I will! You see, George didn’t 
have much ... push ... he wasn’t particularly aggressive. In fact he was sort of 
a ... [Spits the word at GEORGE’s back] ... a FLOP! A great ... big ... fat ... 
FLOP!
[CRASH! Immediately after FLOP! GEORGE breaks a bottle against
the portable bar and stands there, still with his back to them all, holding the 
remains of the bottle by the neck. !ere is a silence, with everyone frozen. !en ... ]
GEORGE [almost crying]: I said stop, Martha.
MARTHA [after considering what course to take]: I hope that was an empty 
bottle, George. You don’t want to waste good liquor ... not on your salary. 
[GEORGE drops the broken bottle on the "oor, not moving.]
Not on an Associate Professor’s salary. [To NICK and HONEY] I mean, 
he’d be ... no good ... at trustees’ dinners, fund raising. He didn’t have any ... 
personality, you know what I mean? Which was disappointing to Daddy, as 
you can imagine. So, here I am, stuck with this $op …
GEORGE [turning around]: ... don’t go on, Martha. ...
MARTHA: ... this BOG in the History Department. ... 
GEORGE: ... don’t, Martha, don’t ...
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MARTHA [her voice rising to match 
his]: ... who’s married to the 
President’s daughter, who’s expected 
to be somebody, not just some 
nobody, some bookworm, somebody 
who’s so damn ... contemplative, he 
can’t make anything out of himself, 
somebody without the guts to make 
anybody proud of him … ALL 
RIGHT, GEORGE!

GEORGE [under her, then covering, 
to drown her]: I said, don’t. 

All right ... all right: [Sings]
Who’s afraid of Virginia Woolf,
Virginia Woolf, Virginia Woolf,

Who’s afraid of Virginia
Woolf, early in the

morning.

35

40

GEORGE and HONEY [who joins him drunkenly]: Who’s afraid of Virginia 
Woolf, Virginia Woolf, Virginia Woolf … [etc.]
MARTHA: STOP IT! [A brief silence.]
HONEY [rising, moving towards the hall]: I’m going to be sick… I’m going 
to be sick… I’m going to vomit. [Exits]
NICK [going after her]: Oh, for God’s sake! [Exits]
MARTHA [going after them, looks back at GEORGE contemptuously]: Jesus! 
[Exits. GEORGE is alone on stage.]

CURTAIN.

GEORGE and HONEY [who joins him drunkenly]: Who’s afraid of Virginia 
Woolf, Virginia Woolf, Virginia Woolf … [etc.]
MARTHA: STOP IT! [A brief silence.]
HONEY [rising, moving towards the hall]: I’m going to be sick… I’m going 
to be sick… I’m going to vomit. [Exits]
NICK [going after her]: Oh, for God’s sake! [Exits]
MARTHA [going after them, looks back at GEORGE contemptuously]: Jesus! 
[Exits. GEORGE is alone on stage.]

CURTAIN.
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Post-colonial Literature

!e following extract is taken from the play Death and the King’s Horseman (1975) by Nigerian 
playwright Wole Soyinka. Olunde, returning from studying medicine in Europe, speaks to Jane 
Pilkings about ritual suicide. Write a critical appreciation of the passage, relating it more generally 
to your reading on the theme of the individual and society.

OLUNDE:

JANE:

OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:

JANE:

OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:

JANE:
OLUNDE:
JANE:
OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:

JANE:

I don’t say that. I found your people quite admirable in many ways, their 
conduct and courage in this war for instance.
Ah yes, the war. Here of course it is all rather remote. From time to time we 
have a black-out drill just to remind us that there is a war on. And the rare 
convoy passes through on its way somewhere or on  manoeuvres. Mind you 
there is the occasional bit of excitement like that ship that was blown up in 
the harbour.
Here? Do you mean through enemy action?
Oh no, the war hasn’t come that close. !e captain did it himself. I don’t quite 
understand it really. Simon tried to explain. !e ship had to be blown up 
because it had become dangerous to other ships, even to the city itself. 
Hundreds of the coastal population would have died.
Maybe it was loaded with ammunition and had caught "re. Or some of those 
lethal gases they’ve been experimenting on.
Something like that. !e captain blew himself up with it. Deliberately. Simon 
said someone had to remain on board to light the fuse.
It must have been a very short fuse.
(shrugs) I don’t know much about it. Only that there was no other way to save 
lives. No time to devise anything else. !e captain took the decision and 
carried it out.
Yes . . . I quite believe it. I met men like that in England.
Oh just look at me! Fancy welcoming you back with such morbid news. Stale 
too. It was at least six months ago.
I don’t "nd it morbid at all. I "nd it rather inspiring. It is an affirmative 
commentary on life. 
What is?
!at captain’s self-sacri"ce.
Nonsense. Life should never be thrown deliberately away.
And the innocent people around the harbour?
Oh, how does one know? !e whole thing was probably exaggerated 
anyway.
!at was a risk the captain couldn’t take. But please Mrs Pilkings, do you 
think you could "nd your husband for me? I have to talk to him.
Simon? (As she recollects for the #rst time the full signi#cance of Olunde’s presence.) 
Simon is . . . there is a little problem in town. He was sent for. But . . . when 
did you arrive? Does Simon know you’re here?

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

48



OLUNDE:

JANE:
OLUNDE:

JANE:
OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:
JANE:

OLUNDE:

JANE:

OLUNDE:

JANE:
OLUNDE:

JANE:

OLUNDE:

(suddenly earnest) I need your help Mrs Pilkings. I’ve always found you 
somewhat more understanding than your husband. Please "nd him for me 
and when you do, you must help me talk to him. 
I’m afraid I don’t quite ... follow you. Have you seen my husband already?
I went to your house. Your houseboy told me you were here. (He smiles.) He 
even told me how I would recognise you and Mr Pilkings.
!en you must know what my husband is trying to do for you. 
For me?
For you. For your people. And to think he didn’t even know you were coming 
back! But how do you happen to be here? Only this evening we were talking 
about you. We thought you were still four thousand miles away. 
I was sent a cable.
A cable? Who did? Simon? !e business of your father didn’t begin till 
tonight.
A relation sent it weeks ago, and it said nothing about my father. All it said 
was, Our King is dead. But I knew I had to return home at once so as to bury 
my father. I understood that.
Well, thank God you don’t have to go through that agony. Simon is going to 
stop it.
!at’s why I want to see him. He’s wasting his time. And since he has been 
so helpful to me I don’t want him to incur the enmity of our people. 
Especially over nothing.
(sits down open-mouthed) You . . . you Olunde!
Mrs Pilkings, I came home to bury my father. As soon as I heard the news I 
booked my passage home. In fact we were fortunate. We travelled in the same 
convoy as your Prince, so we had excellent protection.
But you don’t think your father is also entitled to whatever protection is 
available to him?
How can I make you understand? He has protection. No one can undertake 
what he does tonight without the deepest protection the mind can conceive. 
What can you offer him in place of his peace of mind, in place of the honour 
and veneration of his own people? What would you think of your Prince if he 
refused to accept the risk of losing his life on this voyage? !is . . . showing-
the-$ag tour of colonial possessions.
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Humanity

!e passage below is taken from British playwright Peter Shaffer’s Equus (1975). In this opening 
scene, child psychiatrist Martin Dysart attempts to understand the cause of a young man’s 
pathological fascination with horses. Write a critical appreciation of it, commenting on the ways in 
which it explores the theme of the individual and society.

Darkness.
Silence.
Dim light up on the square. In a spotlight stands ALAN STRANG, a lean boy of 
seventeen, in sweater and jeans. In front of him, the horse NUGGET. ALAN’s 
pose represents a contour of great tenderness: his head is pressed against the shoulder 
of the horse, his hands stretching up to fondle its head. !e horse in turn muzzles his 
neck. !e "ame of a cigarette lighter jumps in the dark. Lights come up slowly on 
the circle. On the left bench, downstage, MARTIN DYSART, smoking. A man in 
his mid-forties.
DYSART: With one particular horse, called Nugget, he embraces. !e 
animal digs its sweaty brow into his cheek, and they stand in the dark for an 
hour — like a necking couple. And of all nonsensical things — I keep 
thinking about the horse! Not the boy: the horse, and what it may be trying to 
do. I keep seeing that huge head kissing him with its chained mouth. 
Nudging through the metal some desire absolutely irrelevant to "lling its 
belly or propagating its own kind. What desire could that be? Not to stay a 
horse any longer? Not to remain reined up for ever in those particular genetic 
strings? It is possible, at certain moments we cannot imagine, a horse can add 
its sufferings together — the non-stop jerks and jabs that are its daily life — 
and turn them into grief ? What use is grief to a horse?
[ALAN leads NUGGET out of the square and they disappear together up the 
tunnel, the horse’s hooves scraping delicately on the wood. DYSART rises, and 
addresses both the large audience in the theatre and the smaller one on stage.]
You see, I’m lost. What use, I should be asking, are questions like these to an 
overworked psychiatrist in a provincial hospital? !ey’re worse than useless; 
they are, in fact, subversive.
[He enters the square. !e light grows brighter.]
!e thing is, I’m desperate. You see, I’m wearing that horses’s head myself. 
!at’s the feeling. All reined up in old language and old assumptions, 
straining to jump clean-hoofed on to a whole new track of being I only 
suspect is there. I can’t see it, because my educated, average head is being held 
at the wrong angle. I can’t jump because the bit forbids it, and my own basic 
force — my horse-power if you like — is too little. !e only thing I know for 
sure is this: a horse’s head is "nally unknowable to me. Yet I handle children’s 
heads — which I must presume to be more complicated, at least in the area 
of my chief concern… In a way, it has nothing to do with this boy. !e doubts
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have been there for years, piling up steadily in this dreary place. It’s only the 
extremity of this case that’s made them active. I know that. !e extremity is 
the point! All the same, whatever the reason, they are now, these doubts, not 
just vaguely worrying — but intolerable… I’m sorry. I’m not making much 
sense. Let me start properly; in order. It began one Monday last month, with 
Heather’s visit.
[!e light gets warmer. He sits, NURSE enters the square.]
NURSE: Mrs Salomon to see you, Doctor.
DYSART: Show her in, please.
[NURSE leaves and crosses to where HESTHER sits.]
Some days I blame Hesther. She brought him to me. But of course that’s 
nonsense. What is he but a last straw? a last symbol? If it hadn’t been him, it 
would have been the next patient, or the next. At least, I suppose so.
[HESTHER enters the square: a woman in her mid-forties.]
HESTHER: Hallo, Martin.
[DYSART rises and kisses her on the cheek.]
DYSART: Madam Chairman! Welcome to the torture chamber!
HESTHER: It’s good of you to see me right away.
DYSART: You’re a welcome relief. Take a couch.
HESTHER: It’s been a day.
DYSART: No — just a "fteen-year-old schizophrenic, and a girl of eight 
thrashed into catatonia by her father. Normal, really… You’re in a state.
HESTHER: Martin, this is the most shocking case I ever tried.
DYSART: So you said on the phone.
HESTHER: I mean it. My bench wanted to send the boy to prison. For life, 
if they could manage it. It took me two hours solid arguing to get him sent to 
you instead.
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THE END
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