
3)Explore the significance of gender in this extract. Remember to include in your answer 

relevant detailed analysis of the ways that Carter shapes meanings.  

The significance of gender is explored through a social and cultural lens where people are either 

identified as a male or a female. In this extract, Carter defies stereotypes associated to these 

genders, where women were traditionally the weak and vulnerable and men were the heroes 

who rescues the ‘damsel in distress’; instead of this, a female rescues the vulnerable woman 

and the male is killed by a powerful female. Carter’s twist on traditional fairy-tales and folklores 

could have been influenced by the 1960’s feminist movement, which challenged the limitations 

placed upon women, and there was a feeling of hope amongst educated women that anything 

was possible and attainable. Ultimately, Carter holds an empowering message to females, 

suggesting that we should not allow our gender to define us and how weak or strong we may 

feel, and presents a changing world that involves women not just as vulnerable but also 

powerful. 

The extract opens with both husband and wife having conformed to the traditional roles of their 

genders. The husband aggressively commands “Don’t loiter, girl! Do you think I shall lose 

appetite for the meal if you are so long about serving it? […] Run to me, run!” The harsh sound 

of the contraction “don’t” and the use of exclamation marks serve as a warning to the female 

being addressed, creating a tense and sinister tone and atmosphere that intrigues the reader. 

However, the verb “loiter” suggests that she is lost and uncertain of what to do, making her 

seem weaker, more vulnerable and easily controllable. Here, many modern feminists would 

criticise her cowardice behaviour; however, her behaviour would have been expected from pre-

modern audiences under the influence of patriarchy where women are weak, and men are 

strong. Furthermore, the words “appetite for the meal […] serving” illustrates her status as a 

slave which is reinforced later in the extract when the husband is described as the “puppet 

master”. This also links to the traditional female role as a cook in the house. Further, the harsh 

treatment she receives dehumanises her, makes her seem like a pet. This is evident with the 

repeated verb “run” and using an ambiguous noun “girl” to call her. This idea of women being 

overpowered and controlled of also explored in Margaret Atwood’s ‘The Handmaid’s Tale’. In 

this dystopic fiction, Atwood presents a future where women, especially handmaids, who are 

dehumanised and belittles, like the woman in the extract, are controlled with their every move 

under surveillance. Both of these novels written during a similar time period have shown that 

modern literature reminds us of the horrors and brutality when there is an imbalance of power 

and women are controlled. Therefore, these traditional roles have proven to be destructive and 

oppressive on women, giving men all power and control. Perhaps they may serve as dire 

warnings why is Carter’s message so significant at the time the novel was written? 1979. so that 

history does not repeat itself.  

As the extract progresses, there is an abrupt and harsh change of traditional gender roles, a 

break in traditions where the man becomes weak and vulnerable and the women obtain power. 

This is evident when “the puppet master, open- mouthed, wide-eyed, impotent at the last, saw 

his dolls break free of their strings,”. The noun puppet dehumanises the woman and makes her 

seem weak as she has no control, contrasting with the noun “master” which makes him seem 

superior and more powerful and it also has sinister undertones that suggests that the woman is 

his slave or at least treated as one in the beginning of the extract. Furthermore, the description 

of his “open-mouthed, wide-eyed” suggests that he is shocked and unable to comprehend his 

sudden loss of power, emphasised by the repeated use of commas and hyphens here which 



deliberately makes the reader pause and feel more engaged develop this inference. The 

adjective “wide-eyed” could perhaps be an indication to the male being exposed to the reality of 

women being powerful hence his “wide” eyes as he has been shown reality. Additionally, the 

husband is also described by the adjective “impotent” which further undermines him and 

symbolises his loss of power and status that placed him on a God-like pedestal. Further, the 

connotations of innocence and childhood from the noun “dolls” juxtaposes the violence and 

barbarity of the environment. However, the “doll” as well as the “puppet” represent his wife, who 

was controlled by him and seen as a possession, emphasised by the use of personal pronoun 

“his” suggesting he still holds power over her as her husband. Furthermore, the phrase “break 

free” gives a sense of escaping and rebelling which modern readers would have encouraged 

due to the abuse and mistreatment she receives from her husband, creating sympathy. 

Therefore, the woman “breaks” traditional gender roles of being weak and submissive as she 

instead rebels and escapes from under his control; “their strings”. This idea of women breaking 

free from the control and authority of their husbands is also explored in Khaled Hosseini’s ‘A 

Thousand Splendid Suns’. In this novel, Hosseini presents Layla and Mariam, the wives of 

Rasheed, who are also controlled similar to the woman in the extract and both are able to 

escape and ‘break free’. This portrays how modern literature continues to empower women all 

around the world to fight against gender inequality and the imbalance of power. Both Hosseini 

and Carter, as well as other modern writers, would have been influenced by the growing 

feminism that uplifts women to take control of themselves; women are no longer possessions 

but independent beings which breaks traditional gender roles. Excellent!  

At the end of the extract, traditional gender roles have lost its significance and highlights a new 

beginning where women are no longer weak and vulnerable. This is illustrated when the female 

speaker relays; “my husband stood stock- still, as if she had been Medusa,” and later relay that 

“without a moment’s hesitation, she raised my father’s gun, took aim and put a single, 

irreproachable bullet through my husband’s head.” The personal pronoun “my” portrays how she 

now too has power to unconventionally take possession of her husband as he did. However, the 

sibilance created by “stood shock-still” symbolises his fear as he is unable to move or 

comprehend what is happening to him. In addition, the Greek mythological creature “Medusa”, 

whose power and control are emphasised by the capitalisation of the first letter. She is known to 

have been a key powerful female figure, presenting the females now superior status. This idea 

of women possessing more power over men is also explored in Naomi Alderman’s ‘The Power’. 

In this novel, Alderman depicts a world that is run and taken over by women whose power 

sends fear into all men who are also unable to move similar to the husband being overpowered 

in the extract. Here, it is clear that modern literature highlights the increasing female power in 

our world today, encouraging women to defy gender stereotypes that oppresses and restricts 

women. 

 

Ultimately, Carter holds an empowering message to females, suggesting that we should not 

allow our gender to define us and how weak or strong we may feel, and presents a changing 

world that involves women not just as vulnerable but also powerful. 

Another excellent response Sarah! You explore the extract thoroughly and make some 

detailed and insightful inferences on Carter’s use of language and structure. You make 

references to wider literature around female empowerment all precise and developed – 

well done!! 
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