
 

 

Literature Mod B essay 

How do speeches highlight the significance of language and learning as a means bringing about 
social change? 

 

Only a text with a congruence of form, features and ideological representation is capable of 
transcending the standards of eras, by continuing to resonate with newer audiences within 
differing contexts. Texts, such as speeches, become an immovable, united entity which can 
not merely resist the unstoppable force of time through the use coherent use of form and 
language which produces a coalesced whole in terms of meaning and value. By developing a 
relationship between the real world of the audience and an alternative, yet improved world, 
the speaker is able to effectively foster the acceptance of new ideas and values. As each of 
these speakers weaves reality with the imagined, it becomes apparent that their speeches 
compellingly communicate deeply held beliefs to their audiences. This is present in both 
Margaret Atwood's 1994 speech “Spotty Handed Villainesses and Doris Lessing's 2007 
acceptance On Not Winning the Nobel Prize. Each of which call upon the role that literature 
and the imagination play in inspiring a future founded upon injustice and individual 
opportunity. This reveals not only the speaker's didactic vision characterised by 
empowerment of the individual, but their faith in the audience's capacity to transform their 
vision into reality.  

 

A speech can create active social change by preaching individual opportunity, through 
address the key aspects of rhetorical mechanisms which enact on the human condition. 
Margaret Atwood's “spotty handed villainesses” is an epideictic and almost commemorative 
speech on women's equality for opportunity in literature which accrues enough integrity in its 
technical form and moreover its exploration of meaning to exceed its immediate context to 
resonate contemporarily. Beginning with an intertextual reference to the children rhyme 
“There was a little girl who had a little curl”, Atwood establishes both the pervading cultural 
reliance to categorize female behaviour (angel/ whore) and the allure of that behaviour. 
Through this rhetorical technique, she in turn encourages her audience to consider the role of 
female ‘bad behaviour’ in literature, and its relevance to the real world. This point is 
strengthened by her use of personal anecdote, in which she recalls that her “older brother 
used this to tease her, however he only managed to make very good sound almost horrid”. 
This henceforth illustrates Atwood's critique on the restricting presentation of women in fiction 
and its effect in reducing individual opportunity realistically. In doing so, she effectively calls 
upon her past and current fiction, to use both as a critical presentation on the failures of the 
second-wave feminist movement in addressing the consequences of restricting the roles and 
opportunity of women in popular fiction and in society. This is lastly confirmed by her belief in 
the aphorism ‘create a flawless character and you create an insufferable  one’, and it's this 
belief which formed the basis of her argument on the “tenancy to cookie cut” female 
characters. Through this humorous rendering of cookie cut characters, she successfully 
appeals to the audience's pathos through humour and demonstrates a very serious concern, 
that such real world parochialism causes the writer to feel her choices for females 
opportunities in fiction are restricted. This invariably in turn influences readers, inevitably 
resulting in a perpetuation of those in the same parochial attitudes. In this way Atwood 
emphasises the relationship between the real and the unreal through the medium of literature 
to communicate a powerful critique of the shortcomings of second wave feminism in the 
1960’s in addressing the lack of female character opportunity and changing society.  

 



 

 

Similarly in her speech “On not winning the nobel prize”, Lessing, like Atwood, uses the 
rhetorical relationship between the real and the imagined to communicate firstly the values 
of  individual opportunity. In the same way, Lessing also utilises language in ways that are 
able to bring the audience to better understandings of the injustices suffered by those in 
positions of lesser privileges. She does this through using the nobel prize for literature 
ceremony as a forum for drawing attention to global inequality of educational opportunities 
through contrasting anecdotes of London and Zimbabwean education. Firstly the title of the 
speech is paradoxical, as well as introduces a major extended metaphor used by the speech 
on prize-winning in relation to opportunities to access books, education and recognition for 
one's achievements. Through contrasting a moving image of a “gently idealistic soul” 
struggling to offer educational opportunities in an environment with ‘no atlas or globe, no 
textbooks, no exercise, books” and the repetition of ‘no’, in combination with the cumulative 
listing heightens the pathos. This has the last rhetoric effect in creating an imagined world for 
the audience in which the oppressed and impoverished do not have access to an education 
and our treated unjustly through their lack of individual opportunity. 

 

Margaret Atwood's oration also embodies a timeless nature and reveals her view that there is 
an underlying and continuous tension of injustice between women in fiction and reality. She 
achieves this through a collective appeal to logos and effective use of form throughout her 
proposal, which in turn accentuates her values on feminist representation throughout varying 
audiences despite changing contexts. This is firstly the case as Atwood addresses the 
feminine noun ‘villainesses’ with a series of anaphoric ellipsis in the line “spot as in guilt, spot 
as in blood, spot as in out... Lady macbeth was spotted”. Atwood illustrates the ironic nature 
of women in texts through composing negative connotations on the metaphor of ‘spots’, 
being human but like women supposedly blemished in writing. Secondly the literary allusion 
to the evil of lady macbeth, is effective in inciting life to the speech and to stimulate the 
audience's dialogic involvement as bad women offer the opportunity to explore moral 
freedom. To underscore her point, Atwood stresses the value of bad female characters, 
metaphorically describing them as “mirrors in which we can see more than just a pretty face”. 
Through continuing to raise a series of complex key issues, concerns and questions in 
regards to the unjustly representation of women throughout literature through use of 
hypophora. This creates textual integrity due to the fact that Atwood assails her audience with 
a series of cumulative rhetorical statements, which in alignment form encourage them to 
consider this aspect of their current world as well as respective contexts. Due to this Atwood 
empowers women by suggesting that they viewed in such a way as to make them more 
accountable for their actions, rather to excuse them. As such Atwood’s speech is a version of 
the future where women are genuinely liberated and celebrated as a force in writing and 
hence for societal change and in the lives of the audience presently and beyond.  

 

Lastly the value of injustice is one in which is sadly universal, however the way in which this 
value is projected through rhetorical and literary devices, is integral for the furthering of 
societal change.   This is due to the fact that rhetoric allows for the development of a more 
informed and empathetic understanding of the lasting legacy of such injustices so that its 
effect on audiences can didactically always resign. This is firstly depicted by Lessing's 
recollection that “everyone begged for books”, the alliteration amplifying this image is 
desperation, both serving to reinforce that the purpose of this address was to lies in 
promoting a greater awareness of global educational inequalities. Lessing then contrasts the 
quote with her visit to a north london school where it is a “very good school, where a visit 
from a celebrity wouldn't be unusual.” This illustrates that the wealthy students are so 
indulged, that when they are confronted with the disturbing images of those living in Africa, 



 

 

they respond with nothing but "blank faces", conveying their complete apathy and ability to 
empathise with those without. She argues that the internet is responsible for such narrow 
world views as it has, "seduced a whole generation with its inanities so that... once they are 
hooked, it is hard to cut free". The words "inanities" and "hooked" have negative 
connotations, evincing Lessing's feeling that the internet is of addictive nature, which she 
finds is hard to metaphorically "cut free from". Henceforth the injustice is clearly shown, when 
the rich pampered students of the prestigious school in London have so much at their 
disposal, particularly the access to books and it is clear that she is urging societal change. 
Overall through her effective use of rhetoric, Lessing is able to change the perceptions of the 
audience in her context and recently to feel compassion and empathy for others through 
contrasting their privileges, which is in Lessing's opinion, a necessary step to become reduce 
injustice and spread individual opportunity.  

 

Time can be perceived as feeble against exceptionally written forms of literature whose 
rhetoric and technical proficiency coupled with its universal appeal continue to prevail. In 
Geraldine Brooks speech “ A home in fiction” stresses about the diverse sources of 
inspiration that results in great fiction, and blurring the lines between nonfiction and fiction 
and their minimal differences. Brooks delivered this speech in abc radio national to reflect the 
correlation between mathematics and poetry and how fiction can be derived from 
fact.Through noting how mediocre, boring experiences such as “of reporting 
statistics”  Brooks states that this still can allow individuals to accumulate great insights into 
the craft of writing, at the end of the day, if there is one thing this speech teaches us, it is that 
everything is about perspective. When you transform your perspective of the potential 
significance of your experiences, regardless what stage of life you are at, you are ready to 
transform the world through your writings. Brooks additionally addresses like Lessing and 
atwood to give life to stories through writing and the power of language as a vehicle in 
exploring social issues and timeless human concerns such as equality. Through her use of 
rhetorical use of humour and rhetorical questions she gages the audience relating to issues 
of equality which illustrates the speeches textual integrity. It achieves this as cohesion of a 
text and the way all the elements of a text come together as a coherent whole to support the 
presentation of ideas. In addition to this she mentions the mathematician again, a recurrent 
motif, saying that like her, she seeks “eternal truths”. The metaphor of the toolbox is used for 
the accumulated skills and crafts she has. Brook’s purpose in this speech is to show that 
mathematics is poetry and storyteller have a role to play in a national dialogue. It is also a 
reflection on the lessons of life in journalism and fiction as well as an attempt to describe, 
through metaphor, the action of writing and to explain her technique of finding a story to write 
about. We gain an understanding of Brook’s own personal journey to the “Home” of writing. 
The analogies of the wood-shed and the stone wall are particularly effect. The anecdotal 
stories provided by Brooks allows her to build a sense of connect with the audience and 
allows her to effectively convey what she is trying to say. This is turns build upon the pathos 
and ethos.  

 

In conclusion while a text and its values are prone to reflect the context of the individual 
whose hand has created it, both speeches spotty handed villainesses and not winning the 
nobel prize are not solely bound to such time frames due to their level of textual and 
structural integrity. This is due to the fact that by developing a relationship between the real 
world of the audience and an alternative, yet improved world, both speakers are able to 
effectively foster the acceptance of new values of individual freedom and injustice and hence 
create societal change in these areas. 
Word count-1500 


