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Literature and history are two disciplines that often intersect and influence each other. Literature is a reflection of 

the society and the time in which it was written, while history is the study of past events and their impact on 

society. In this paper, I will explore the relationship between literature and history and how they shape our 

understanding of the world. 

Literature has often been used as a medium to record and interpret historical events. Literary works such as novels, 

poetry, and plays have the power to capture the essence of a time period, provide insight into cultural practices, 

and expose the social and political conditions of a society. For example, George Orwell's novel 1984 is a dystopian 

work that reflects the fears and anxieties of the post-World War II era. The novel highlights the dangers of 

totalitarianism and the importance of individual freedom, both of which were major themes during that time 

period.  

Reflection of Society in George Orwell’s 1984 

One of the main themes is the relationship between literature and society. In the novel, the ruling Party seeks to 

control every aspect of people’s lives, including their thoughts and language. The Party has created a new 

language, Newspeak, which is designed to limit the range of thought and make it impossible for people to think 

critically about their own lives. 

Literature plays a crucial role in this society, as it represents an alternate way of thinking that is outside the Party’s 

control. The Party seeks to eradicate all literature that does not conform to its ideology, and to rewrite history to 

fit its own narrative. The protagonist, Winston Smith, works in the Ministry of Truth, where his job is to rewrite 

historical records to fit the Party’s current version of reality. 
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Throughout the novel, Orwell explores the ways in which literature can be used to resist authoritarian control. 

Winston secretly reads forbidden books, including a forbidden love story, which leads him to question the Party's 

authority and eventually leads to his downfall. 

Another important theme related to society in 1984 is the idea of totalitarianism and its impact on individuals. 

The Party's control over every aspect of people's lives leads to a lack of individuality and freedom, as well as a 

constant state of fear and paranoia. The Party's slogans, such as "War is Peace" and "Ignorance is Strength," 

demonstrate the way in which language and thought are manipulated to support the Party's authority. 

In conclusion, the theme of society and literature in George Orwell's 1984 is central to the novel's exploration of 

the dangers of totalitarianism and the importance of individual freedom and independent thought. Through his 

portrayal of a dystopian society in which literature is controlled and manipulated by the ruling party, Orwell warns 

of the dangers of totalitarianism and emphasizes the importance of resisting authoritarian control. (Smith, 2019). 

"Beloved" by Toni Morrison 

This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is set in the years following the Civil War and tells the story of a former slave 

named Sethe who is haunted by the memory of her daughter, whom she killed rather than let her be returned to 

slavery. Morrison's book is a powerful exploration of the legacy of slavery and its impact on African American 

communities. In Toni Morrison's novel "Beloved," the theme of literature and history is central to the story. The 

novel is set in the years following the Civil War, and it tells the story of a former slave named Sethe who is 

haunted by the memory of her daughter, whom she killed rather than let her be returned to slavery. The novel 

explores the impact of slavery on African American communities and the ways in which history and literature 

can help us make sense of this legacy. 

One way in which the theme of literature and history is explored in the novel is through the character of Baby 

Suggs, a former slave who becomes a preacher and delivers sermons that celebrate the humanity and dignity of 

black people. Her sermons are an expression of the power of literature to inspire and empower people, and they 

serve as a reminder of the importance of storytelling in African American culture.  

Another way in which the theme of literature and history is explored in the novel is through the character of 

Beloved, Sethe's deceased daughter who returns as a ghost. Beloved embodies the history of slavery and the 
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trauma that it inflicted on African American communities. Her presence in the novel represents the ways in which 

the past can continue to shape the present, and the importance of confronting and reckoning with this legacy. 

Throughout the novel, Morrison uses literary techniques such as flashbacks, magical realism, and multiple 

narrators to explore the complex history of slavery and its impact on African American communities. By weaving 

together history and literature, Morrison creates a powerful and evocative portrait of the legacy of slavery and the 

ongoing struggle for freedom and equality. 

On the other hand, history can also inspire literary works. Historical events can provide a rich backdrop for stories, 

and the lives of historical figures can become the subjects of biographies or historical fiction. For instance, the 

life of King Henry VIII of England has inspired numerous plays, novels, and films, including Shakespeare's play 

Henry VIII and Hilary Mantel's novels Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies. 

Hilary Mantel 

In Hilary Mantel's novel "Wolf Hall," the theme of history and literature is central to the story. The novel is set 

in the 16th century and tells the story of Thomas Cromwell, a key figure in the court of King Henry VIII. The 

novel explores the political and social changes of the era, as well as the role of literature in shaping our 

understanding of this period of history. 

One way in which the theme of history and literature is explored in the novel is through the character of Cromwell 

himself. As a lawyer and politician, Cromwell is intimately involved in the events that shaped the history of his 

time. However, he is also a lover of literature and culture, and he sees the value of books and art in helping us 

understand the past and the present.  

Hilary Mantel's novel "Bring Up the Bodies," is a sequel to "Wolf Hall" and continues the story of Thomas 

Cromwell, a key figure in the court of King Henry VIII. The novel explores the political and social changes of 

the era, as well as the role of literature in shaping our understanding of this period of history. 

The character of Cromwell is an apt example of how power and a society’s narrative goes hand in hand.. Owing 

to his position in the society, Cromwell is deeply involved in the events that mould the narrative of the society. 

Being a reader and a writer, he recognises the value of literature and storytelling and knows that the written and 

spoken word can bridge the gap between the different times of our society.  
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Another way in which the theme of history and literature is explored in the novel is through the use of historical 

documents and sources. Mantel draws heavily on letters, court records, and other historical documents to create 

a vivid and realistic portrayal of life in Tudor England. By doing so, she highlights the importance of historical 

research and scholarship in helping us understand the past. 

Throughout the novel, Mantel uses literary techniques such as flashbacks, foreshadowing, and multiple narrators 

to explore the complex political and social landscape of Tudor England. By weaving together history and 

literature, Mantel creates a rich and multi-layered portrait of this fascinating period of English history. 

Furthermore, literature and history also shape our understanding of cultural identity. Both disciplines offer a 

unique perspective on the ways in which cultural identities are formed, maintained, and challenged. For example, 

the African- American literary tradition has been shaped by a long history of oppression, slavery, and segregation. 

Literature and historical accounts of these events have helped to create a cultural identity that celebrates resilience, 

strength, and resistance. By exploring the relationship between literature and history, we gain a deeper 

appreciation for the ways in which these disciplines shape our understanding of the world. 
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