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5

Getting the most from 
this guide

This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your 
examination response to The War of the Worlds. It is intended for you to 
use throughout your GCSE English literature course. It will help you when 
you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision. 

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you 
focus your understanding of the novel.

Target your thinking
A list of introductory questions labelled by Assessment Objective is provided at the 
beginning of each chapter to give you a breakdown of the material covered. They target your 
thinking, in order to help you work more efficiently by focusing on the key messages.

These boxes offer an opportunity to consider 
some more challenging questions. They 
are designed to encourage deeper thinking, 
analysis and exploratory thought. Building 
and practising critical skills in this way will 
give you a real advantage in the examination.

Build critical skills

Read and remember these pieces of 
helpful grade-boosting advice. 
They provide top tips from 
experienced teachers and examiners 
who can advise you on what to 
do, as well as what not to do, in 
order to maximise your chances of 
success in the examination.

GRADE  BOOSTER

It is possible to know a novel well and yet still underachieve 
in the examination if you are unsure what the examiners 
are looking for. The Grade FOCUS boxes give a clear 
explanation of how you may be assessed, with an emphasis 
on the criteria for gaining a Grade 5 and a Grade 8.

Grade FOCUS Key quotation
Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that 
if you wish you may use them as supporting 
evidence in your examination answers. Further 
quotations, grouped by characterisation, theme 
and key moments, can be found in the ‘Top ten 
quotations’ section on page 94 of the guide. All 
page references in this guide refer to the 2005 
edition of The War of the Worlds, published by 
Penguin Classics (ISBN 9780141441030).
 ‘What are these Martians?’
 ‘What are we?’ I answered, clearing my throat.
(Book 1, Ch. 13, p. 70)

Review youR leaRning
At the end of each chapter you will find this 
section to test your knowledge: a series 
of short, specific questions to ensure that 
you have understood and absorbed the key 
messages of the chapter. Answers to the 
‘Review your learning’ questions are provided 
in the final section of the guide (p. 101).

Review youR leaRning
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8

Context

Target your thinking
●	 What is ‘context’? (AO3)
●	 How did H. G. Wells’s life influence his writing? (AO3)
●	 To what extent are historical events an influence on 

The War of the Worlds? (AO3)
●	 Which literary and cultural influences inspired the writing of the 

novel? (AO3)
●	 Is the novel still relevant to modern readers? (AO3)

What is ‘context’?
The ‘context’ of a novel means the circumstances in which it was written 
— the social, historical, intellectual and literary factors that influenced 
what the author wrote. All literature is influenced by the life experiences 
of the author and these are shaped by the world in which he or she 
lived. Therefore, in order to truly understand The War of the Worlds 
(1897−1898), it is necessary to have some understanding of both Wells’s 
life and his world.

Biographical context

H. G. Wells’s early years
Herbert George Wells was born on 21 September 1866, in Bromley, Kent, 
which was a small market town on the outskirts of London. When he was 
aged thirteen, his family broke up as a result of financial hardship and 
the young Wells was forced to give up school and seek work. In 1881, he 
was apprenticed to a department store in Southsea, Portsmouth, which 
he found a miserable experience. In 1883, Wells managed to cancel 
his apprenticeship and in September 1884 he began a degree course at 
the Normal School of Science, South Kensington in London thanks to a 
government scholarship.

Education
Wells was fortunate enough to be taught biology and zoology by one of 
the leading thinkers of the day, Darwin’s friend and devotee, T. H. Huxley. 
Although inspired by Huxley’s teaching, Wells became tired of the course 
and left the college in 1887 without a degree. The influence of Darwinism 
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Context

9

on Wells’s novel, The War of the Worlds, will be discussed later in this 
chapter.

By the summer of 1887, Wells was a science teacher in a small private 
school in North Wales. Unfortunately, he became ill as result of being 
severely underfed while he was a student and, after being injured on 
the football pitch, he suffered serious kidney and lung damage. It is no 
wonder that the struggle to eke out food features as such an important 
theme in The War of the Worlds.

In 1890, Wells finally fulfilled his academic potential by gaining a first- 
class degree in zoology from the University of London. He then began 
work as a tutor in biology for the University Correspondence College.

During his time as a tutor, Wells also began to develop a career as a 
writer and a journalist. His first book, published in 1893, was a science 
textbook entitled Textbook of Biology.

Early writings
Shortly after the publication of this work, Wells again suffered ill health 
and had to resign his teaching post and live entirely off his writing. 
Fortunately, he was able to make a successful living writing short stories 
and essays for the press which existed at the time.

In 1895, Wells published his first novel, The Time Machine, and this sci-
fi adventure about a philosophical time traveller became an 
immediate success. This resulted in a quick succession of novels 
which included:

●	 The Island of Dr Moreau (1896)

●	 The Invisible Man (1897)

●	 The War of the Worlds (1898)

●	 When the Sleeper Awakes (1899)

●	 The First Men in the Moon (1901)

By 1901, Wells had established himself as a popular and prolific 
author in both England and America and his books were rapidly 
being translated into a variety of languages. By the time of his 
death in 1946, Wells had published more than fifty works of 
fiction (not all of them science fiction) as well as a great many 
non-fiction books and pamphlets. 

Later work
During the twentieth century, Wells became more politically 
active. In the early 1920s he became a prospective Labour MP, 
indicating the strength of his convictions about the importance 
of a fairer society. However, his ideas were much bigger than 
even this. In The Open Conspiracy, published in 1928, Wells 

Re-read The War 
of the Worlds, Book 2, 
Chapter 2, and 
then consider how 
Wells uses his 
deep interest in 
and understanding 
of biology when 
creating his 
Martians’ unusual 
digestive processes. 

Build critical 
skills

p H. G. Wells
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The War of the Worlds

10

promotes the idea of global government and global citizenship as an 
alternative to the nationalism which had helped create the First World 
War, and which would ultimately result in the Second World War. 

Patrick Parrinder, author of the biographical note in the Penguin Classics 
edition of The War of the Worlds, states ‘The proposal set out in his 
Penguin Special The Rights of Man (1940) helped to bring about the 
United Nations declaration of 1948’, in which case, it might be the most 
influential thing that Wells ever wrote!

Wells died in London on 13 August 1946, at a time when Great Britain 
and much of the rest of the world was busily engaged on the gargantuan 
task of reconstruction in the aftermath of the Second World War.

Social, historical and intellectual 
context 

Earlier novels about Martians
When writing The War of the Worlds, Wells was certainly not writing in 
a vacuum. Authors never are! In 1880, Percy Greg had published a novel 
entitled Across the Zodiac in which a traveller journeys to Mars and 
discovers an advanced civilisation rather similar to that of the Earth. The 
Martians are humanoid (man-like), though not as tall as we are, which 
certainly rings a bell with some of today’s supposedly true-life alien 
abduction accounts.

In 1897, the same year in which Wells began writing The War of the Worlds, 
German author Kurd Lasswitz published On Two Planets. A group of Arctic 
explorers discover a Martian base at the North Pole. The humanoid Martians 
transport some of the explorers back to Mars where they discover a highly 
advanced civilisation with a most sophisticated canal system. Interestingly, 
the novel also includes a battle in which the Martians pulverise the Royal 
Navy. As Lasswitz was German, and as there was a great rivalry between 
the two countries, this explains the prejudice being expressed here.

Although Lasswitz’s novel was not translated into English until 1971, it 
does rather appear as if Wells is directly responding to this slur on British 
naval prowess when in The War of the Worlds he has the Royal Navy 
warship, Thunder Child, give the Martians an undoubted ‘black eye’ as it 
destroys at least two Martian tripods. For all Wells’s visionary thinking 
and his critiquing of British society, his patriotism and pride in the British 
armed forces is demonstrated here, and on a number of occasions 
elsewhere in the novel.

Of course, one distinction between Wells’s depiction of the Martians 
and that of these other two novels is that Wells’s Martians are definitely 
not humanoid.
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Life on Mars?
Wells’s vision of the planet Mars itself owes much to the astronomer 
Percival Lowell’s supposedly scientific book, Mars, published in 1895. 
Based solely on very imperfect observations from his newly constructed 
observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, USA, Lowell’s pseudo-scientific text 
conjures up highly poetic images of a dying planet upon which an 
advanced civilisation has constructed a series of irrigation canals in 
order to carry water from the Martian polar caps in a desperate effort to 
sustain itself. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, pseudo-science (as written by 
Lowell) is ‘a collection of beliefs or practices mistakenly regarded as being 
based on scientific method’. By contrast, in The War of the Worlds, Wells is 
writing quasi-science.

Showing an awareness in your responses that Wells 
deliberately uses scientific references and 
terminology (quasi-science) to create the illusion 
that he is writing science when, in fact, he 
is writing fiction will reveal your detailed 
understanding of his use of language.

GRADE  BOOSTER

The ‘canals’ that Lowell had been observing were actually optical illusions 
created by natural surface features on Mars distantly observed through 
the insufficiently powerful telescopes of the day.

Despite the preposterous nature of his fanciful ideas about there being an 
advanced civilisation on Mars, Lowell was an extremely able astronomer 

quasi-science: pretend 
science

p NASA science rover approaching Mars, depicted by an artist
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The War of the Worlds
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and proposed the existence of Pluto which was eventually discovered in 
1930 about 6 degrees from his predicted position.

Darwinian evolution
Possibly the most important scientific publication of the nineteenth 
century was Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859). Darwin 
argues for a model of the world in which organisms evolve into ever 
more complex organisms over an immense period of time. In the chapter 
entitled Struggle for Existence, Darwin declares: 

The action of climate seems at first sight to be quite independent 

of the struggle for existence; but in so far as climate chiefly acts in 

reducing food, it brings on the most severe struggle between the 

individuals, whether of the same or of distinct species, which subsist 

on the same kind of food.

Such ideas as this have clearly shaped Wells’s writing of The War of the 
Worlds. Regarding the main action of the Martian invasion, Wells has the 
narrator state ‘That last stage of exhaustion, which to us is still incredibly 
remote, has become a present-day problem for the inhabitants of Mars’ 
(Book 1, Ch. 1, p. 8). Mars is clearly a dying planet and thus through 
‘the immediate pressure of necessity’, which has further enhanced their 
evolution in that it ‘has brightened their intellects’ (p. 8), the Martians 
launch their invasion upon the vibrant planet Earth in an effort to survive. 

Key quotation

And looking across space with instruments and intelligences such as we have 
scarcely dreamed of, they see, at its nearest distance only 35,000,000 of miles 
sunward of them, a morning star of hope, our own warmer planet, green with 
vegetation and grey with water, with a cloudy atmosphere eloquent of fertility…
(Book 1, Ch. 1, p. 8)

In fact, so gruesome and powerful is the theme of food within the novel that 
rather than just steal our food, the Martians actually feed directly on us!

Key quotation

Their undeniable preference for men as their source of nourishment is partly 
explained by the nature of the remains of the victims they had brought with 
them as provisions from Mars.
(Book 2, Ch. 2, p. 126)

More subtly, Darwin’s dark vision of a universe in which individuals and 
species struggle violently over limited resources, particularly food, is also 
played out in the subplot between the curate and the narrator in the 
house in Sheen. 

Key quotation

Then he would suddenly 
revert to the matter 
of the food I withheld 
from him, praying, 
begging, weeping, at 
last threatening.
(Book 2, Ch. 4, p. 137)
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Darwin and Christianity
Darwin’s theory of living creatures evolving into ever more complex 
forms over millions of years created immense philosophical, intellectual 
and emotional turmoil at the time of its publication in 1859 because 
it challenged the fundamental Christian belief that God had created all 
things in just six days. Darwin’s ideas also suggest that the world is many 
times older than the Bible indicates. It raised the question that if the 
Bible could not be trusted on this crucial point concerning the creation of 
life, what other errors might it contain?

A further impact of Darwin’s findings was to suggest a world in which 
the predominant principle is ‘the survival of the fittest’. This is a vision of 
an uncaring universe in which the weak are destroyed by the strong and 
in which God does not intervene. A number of these ideas had already 
surfaced prior to Darwin’s publication. They had obviously influenced the 
famous poet Alfred Tennyson when he wrote of ‘Nature, red in tooth and 
claw’ in his epic poem In Memoriam (published in 1850).

Sir Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology, published in 1830−33, had argued 
there was no evidence to support the biblical account of Noah’s Flood 
and that the world was significantly older than the 6,000 years or so 
which some theologians believed it to be. The current scientific estimate 
of the age of the earth is 4.54 billion years!

Insights into the cultural background of the novel, 
such as the move towards secularisation in Victorian 
times, may gain you credit in the exam if used 
relevantly and to demonstrate an enhanced understanding 
of the novel.

secularisation: when 
a society places less 
importance on religious 
beliefs and values

GRADE  BOOSTER

The blending of Christian ideas and 
evolutionary theory
Although the theory of evolution presents a severe challenge to the 
biblical account of creation as described in Genesis, the first book in the 
Old Testament, it is not necessarily an outright challenge to the belief in 
God. In fact, Darwin did not actually deny the existence of God, although 
he did think of himself as an agnostic. 

In the world of the novel, Wells incorporates both the theory of Darwinian 
evolution and the idea of an ultimately benevolent God. The Martians 
are superior to the human race because their planet is much older 

agnostic: a person that 
neither believes nor 
disbelieves in God due 
to the lack of absolutely 
conclusive evidence 
either way
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The War of the Worlds
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and so they have been evolving for much longer. In Book 2, Chapter 2, 
Wells uses his understanding of biology to paint a lurid picture of the 
Martian digestive process, which the narrator regards as being far more 
evolutionarily advanced than that of humans.

Fortunately, the human race is eventually safeguarded through naturally 
occurring bacteria which kill the Martians. 

However, Wells’s presentation of the role of God within the novel is also 
as a supreme being who wants to teach the human race a serious lesson:

For a moment I believed that the destruction of Sennacherib had 

been repeated, that God had repented, that the Angel of Death had 

slain them in the night. 
(Book 2, Ch. 8, p. 169)

The biblical reference seems to suggest that God has relented and 
decided to spare humanity from total destruction. As Wells makes clear 
in the opening chapter, ‘man’ is arrogant and vicious, the main example 
given being the behaviour of British colonists in Tasmania earlier in 
the century. In fact, it may well be the case that when Wells refers to 
‘man’ in this opening chapter, he is more specifically referring to the 
British Empire.

Therefore, the punishment of man via the Martian invasion is justified. 
And as a result of the human race being spared, the final chapter of the 
novel informs us that a better human race has arisen.

Key quotation

It may be that in the larger design of the universe this invasion from Mars is not 
without its ultimate benefit for men; it has robbed us of that serene confidence 
in the future which is the most fruitful source of decadence…and it has done 
much to promote the conception of the commonweal of mankind.
(Book 2, Ch. 10, p. 179)

Thomas Carlyle and the politics of the 
Apocalypse
The Apocalypse is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the 
complete final destruction of the world, as described in the biblical book 
of Revelation’. The Book of Revelation comes at the end of the New 
Testament, the second part of the Bible. 

This powerful theological theme, which runs throughout English 
literature, featured prominently in the work of Thomas Carlyle. Carlyle 
(1795−1881) was a Scottish philosopher, essayist and historian who was 
regarded as one of the most important social commentators of his time. 
The great Victorian novelist, Charles Dickens, dedicated his novel, Hard 
Times, to him in 1854. 

Key quotation

The physiological 
advantages of the 
practice of injection 
are undeniable, if 
one thinks of the 
tremendous waste 
of human time and 
energy occasioned by 
eating and the digestive 
process.
(Book 2, Ch. 2, p. 125)

Key quotation

…slain, after all man’s 
devices had failed, by 
the humblest things 
that God, in his 
wisdom, has put upon 
this earth.
(Book 2, Ch. 8, p. 168)

Key quotation

Yet so vain is man, 
and so blinded by his 
vanity…
(Book 1, Ch. 1, p. 8)
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Carlyle often used apocalyptic imagery. For example, in the highly 
satirical, yet deadly serious, Sartor Resartus (1833–34), Carlyle gives the 
following words to his fictional editor:

that the monster UTILITARIA, held back, indeed, and moderated 

by nose-rings, halters, foot-shackles, and every conceivable 

modification of rope, should go forth to do her work;—to tread down 

old ruinous Palaces and Temples with her broad hoof, till the whole 

were trodden down, that new and better might be built!

Carlyle is referring to utilitarianism, which was a nineteenth-century 
doctrine which suggested that the rightness of an action should be 
determined by the extent to which it promoted the general good of 
society. However, critics such as Carlyle regarded it as dangerous because 
it sought to replace religion with reason and logic. Here utilitarianism is 
portrayed as a demonic monster which has come to end the world.

In many respects, the style of writing which Wells creates for the 
unnamed narrator in The War of the Worlds resembles Carlyle’s style of 
mixing history and social criticism. 

Millenarianism
The idea of the Apocalypse is often associated with millenarianism — the 
belief in a thousand-year period of blessedness on Earth. Unfortunately, 
this period of grace arises out of the global destruction brought about by 
the Apocalypse. As the nineteenth century was drawing to a close, and 
the new millennium in the form of the twentieth century was about to 
dawn, it was a most appropriate time for Wells to tap into such fin de 
siècle anxiety when plotting out his sci-fi horror masterpiece.

International relations
The War of the Worlds is also very firmly rooted in the international 
politics of the day. After the accession to power of the young Kaiser 
Wilhelm II in 1888, Germany adopted a more aggressive and expansionist 
foreign policy, which was bent on building an empire which could rival 
that of Great Britain. In a Reichstag debate in December 1897, German 
Foreign Secretary Bernhard von Bülow declared: ‘…we demand our own 
place in the sun.’

Concerns about a German invasion were expressed as far back as 1871 
by a British army officer by the name of George Chesney who wrote a 
novel entitled The Battle of Dorking in which an unprepared Britain is 
successfully invaded by a superior foreign force, which employs a new 
invention described as ‘fatal engines’ in order to destroy the Royal Navy. 

satirical: satirical writing 
uses humour to make a 
moral point by making 
fun of the vice or folly of 
someone or something

Key quotation

I was…busy upon 
a series of papers 
discussing the probable 
developments of moral 
ideas as civilization 
progressed.
(Book 1, Ch. 1, p. 12)

fin de siècle: literally 
means end of the century 
but, in terms of the late 
nineteenth century, it also 
encompasses the notion 
of a whole era coming to 
an end
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The Battle of Dorking is regarded as an influential novel in that it helped 
create a market for what has become known as ‘invasion literature’. In 
what ways might it have been an influence on Wells’s writing of The War 
of the Worlds? 

Build critical skills

In order to support such ambitions, between 1906 and 1914 Germany 
engaged with Britain in what has become known as the naval race as 
Britain tried to counter Germany’s attempt to build a navy large and 
powerful enough to rival the global reach of the British Navy. This clearly 
led to rising tensions between the two countries. Wells alludes to this 
rivalry in The War of the Worlds when he has his narrator comment:

Many people had heard of the cylinder, of course, and talked about 

it in their leisure, but it certainly did not make the sensation that an 

ultimatum to Germany would have done.
(Book 1, Ch. 8, p. 35)

In many respects, The War of the Worlds can be read as raising an 
amazingly prophetic concern about the potential transformation of 
warfare into something vastly more mechanised and deadly which, of 
course, is what the First World War became. Speaking in 1920, Wells said:

A few of us were trying to point out the obvious possibilities of 

flying, of great guns, of poison gas, and so forth in presently making 

life uncomfortable if some sort of world peace was not assured, 

but the books we wrote were regarded as the silliest of imaginative 

gymnastics. Well, the world knows better now.

Empire
The novel is also a reflection of Wells’s concerns about the moral 
condition of the British Empire. The years 1815–1914 have been 
described as ‘Britain’s imperial century’. By the early twentieth century, 
the British Empire encompassed around twenty per cent of the Earth's 
surface and incorporated around twenty-five per cent of the world’s 
population. In The War of the Worlds, it is obvious that Wells’s narrator 
undoubtedly admires the fire power and courage of the British armed 
forces. For example, the heroics of the Thunder Child are enthusiastically 
described in Book 1, Chapter 17; and in Book 2, Chapter 9, the narrator 
pointedly mentions the Union Jack flying above the sixth cylinder. 
However, the Martians’ brutal colonisation of southeast England is a 
deliberate parallel of how the British Empire used its industrial and 
technological superiority to subdue and then exploit its subject peoples 
across the world, for example in New Zealand and Tasmania.

Asymmetric 
warfare 
occurs when 
one side is 
significantly 
more militarily 
powerful than 
the other 
side. The 
examiner will 
be impressed if 
you are able to 
make a relevant 
parallel 
between the 
asymmetric 
warfare waged 
by the Martians 
against 
humanity and 
the asymmetric 
warfare 
waged by the 
British Empire 
against less 
technologically 
advanced 
societies.

GRADE  BOOSTER
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Key quotation

And before we judge of them too harshly we must remember what ruthless 
and utter destruction our own species has wrought, not only upon animals, 
such as the vanished bison and the dodo, but upon its own inferior races. 
The Tasmanians, in spite of their human likeness, were entirely swept out of 
existence in a war of extermination waged by European immigrants, in the 
space of fifty years.
(Book 1, Ch. 1, p. 9)

Furthermore, 1897, the year in which the novel was serialised, was a 
Jubilee year and Queen Victoria’s sixty years on the British throne was 
being widely celebrated. On the opening page of the novel, Wells has his 
narrator comment:

With infinite complacency men went to and fro over this globe  

about their little affairs, serene in their assurance of their empire 

over matter.
(p. 7)

This is almost certainly a direct reference to the British Empire — in  
fact, the word ‘empire’ is explicitly mentioned — and it might have  
been that one of Wells’s intentions in writing the novel was  
to counteract this spirit of national self-congratulation which  
was very much to the fore at the time.

Industrialisation
A further factor which might well have shaped the novel is the 
ongoing industrial revolution. The massive growth of heavily 
polluted industrial towns which were expanding ever more 
into the surrounding English countryside was a factor which 
threatened to destabilise the entire fabric of Victorian England. 
It created great wealth for a new entrepreneurial minority 
who were astute enough to set up factories and mills or 
who created other related businesses that advanced Britain’s 
trade and commerce. However, it also led to the ruthless 
exploitation of the largely unskilled and uneducated workers 
who were needed as manual labour to keep the machines 
running.

It is interesting how Wells presents the Martians as mechanical 
geniuses who employ fire, smoke and machinery in order to 
terrorise and destroy acres of the peaceful rural landscape, and 
their local populations, as they press onwards towards London. In 
this respect, they could be read as a metaphor for the physically 
destructive force of industrialisation. p Queen Victoria

Key quotation

It may be that in the 
larger design of the 
universe this invasion 
from Mars is not 
without its ultimate 
benefit for men; it 
has robbed us of that 
serene confidence in 
the future which is the 
most fruitful source of 
decadence…
(Book 2, Ch. 10, p. 179)
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The War of the Worlds
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The late-eighteenth-century invention of machinery that could 
replace the work of humans in manufacturing has ultimately led to 
man leaving behind the horse and cart and establishing a permanent 
presence in space. In what other ways do you think that the industrial 
revolution has transformed the way in which we live?

Build critical skills

However, the symbolic significance of the Martian invasion might also 
be viewed at an even deeper level. Thomas Carlyle, in his 1829 essay, A 
Mechanical Age, had written passionately about the psychological harm 
being done to the human race as a result of this new and world-changing 
industrial revolution:

Not the external and physical alone is now managed by machinery, 

but the internal and spiritual also…The same habit regulates not our 

modes of action alone, but our modes of thought and feeling. Men 

are grown mechanical in head and heart, as well as in hand.’

Carlyle is intentionally using machinery as a metaphor to suggest that the 
industrial revolution has destroyed empathy and so created a more uncaring 
and selfish society. This was a very common criticism of the age and, for 
example, is the most important theme in Charles Dickens’ novel, Hard Times. 

Thus it is possible, at least on a subconscious level, that Wells’s Martian 
invasion may also be symbolic of his perception of the profound 
psychological damage caused by industrialisation which, if not controlled, 
alienates man from man and ultimately dehumanises society. Consequently, 
men become monsters who prey on the weakness of those less 
empowered…rather like Wells’s Martian invaders prey upon the human race.

Is The War of the Worlds still relevant today?
It certainly had retained considerable force, some forty years after it 
had first been published, when in 1938 Orson Welles capitalised on the 
international tension just prior to the Second World War to produce a radio 
version of the novel which was broadcast as if it was a series of live news 
bulletins about a real Martian invasion. Newspapers of the time reported 
a resulting mass panic, although later historical research has since shown 
that this supposed general hysteria had been greatly exaggerated.

Today, unlike the period when the novel was written, our society provides 
a welfare state with all the benefits of a state education system, a 
national health service, social security, old age pensions, universal suffrage 
and legal equality. It might be argued that discrimination on the basis of 
social class is also, to some extent, a thing of the past.

However, the human race is still dealing with such fundamental issues as 
genocide, war, famine, poverty and human rights. The problems associated 

Key quotation

Outside there began a 
metallic hammering, 
then a violent hooting, 
and then again, after a 
quiet interval, a hissing 
like the hissing of an 
engine.
 (Book 2, Ch. 1, p. 121)

metaphor: when 
something is said to be 
something that it literally 
is not
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Context
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with rapid technological advance, which Carlyle had noted early on in the 
nineteenth century, have since become a recurrent theme in all societies. 
In this respect, the novel may well prove to be timeless.

Knowing how the culture and society of the day influenced an author will raise your grade, but 
interrupting your literature examination with a mini history essay will not.
Grade 8
Students should ‘show perceptive understanding of how contexts shape texts and responses to texts’, 
that is, identify and comment on the impact of the social, cultural and historical background of texts 
on different readers at different times. 
Grade 5
Students should ‘use understanding of contexts to inform responses to texts’, that is, show some awareness 
of the social, cultural and historical background of texts and of how this influences their meanings.

Grade FOCUS

The emphasis is on using the background historical information in order 
to better understand the text and thus better analyse the novel’s probable 
impact on the reader, although a modern reader of The War of the Worlds 
will most likely react in a different manner to a Victorian reader. Similarly, 
fear of invasion by a powerful foe possessing vastly superior fire power 
may not be especially relevant to readers in the United Kingdom of today, 
but it would certainly strike a chord in certain parts of Eastern Europe, the 
Middle East and many other parts of the world.

Review youR leaRning
(Answers are given on p. 101.)

1 During which years did H. G. Wells live?

2 How might Wells’s personal circumstances have affected the 
subplot with the curate?

3 In what ways does Wells’s novel appear to have been influenced 
by the work of Thomas Carlyle? 

4 What was the title of Percival Lowell’s 1895 supposedly scientific 
book which clearly influenced Wells’s description of the Martians’ 
plight in Chapter 1 of his novel?

5 In what ways does the novel appear to have been influenced by 
Wells’s understanding of Darwin’s theory of evolution?

6 What does the novel suggest about the British Empire? 

7 Through his presentation of the Martians, what might Wells be 
suggesting about the industrial revolution?

8 In what ways is The War of the Worlds still relevant today?

Review youR leaRning
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