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Practice exam question 

Feminist forms in Top Girls 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 24 of the magazine. 

The middle of the answer 
Therefore, it is convincing to argue that Top Girls is only partly radical. The first act may be radical and 
Brechtian, but the second two are more realistic and conventional. Nonetheless, if we examine the two 
later, more conventional, acts closely, we discover that they also explore radical ideas but more subtly 
than in Act One, where the audience is defamiliarised from the characters and do not consider the 
political issues (i.e. feminism) more closely. 

Graham Murdoch argues that radical drama ‘probes idealisations and rationalisations that justify the 
present order’ and this is something that Churchill does in the scenes set in the Top Girls’ Employment 
Agency. Behind the glossy surface of the set and costume — for example, the 2019 National 
production had sleek curved desks, low modern sofas, and female employees with high heels and 
expensive-looking big-shouldered silky blouses — Churchill shows that things are rather unpleasant. 
When Win — a name surely chosen for someone who defines herself solely by material success — 
tells her ‘success story’ to Angie, the younger woman falls asleep. In such a competitive world, 
Churchill suggests there is limited co-operation and mutual support. There is also a disconnect 
between the serious nature of Win’s story and the breezy way in which she tells it. Her career began 
purposefully, working for the good of humankind in ‘medical research’, but she left because there was 
‘no money in it’. The strange relationships that accompanied her career are described in a nonchalant 
tone. She ‘supported’ one man for four years who ‘couldn’t get work’ and later ‘married in a moment of 
weakness,’ but her husband ended up in prison. Similarly, she glosses over how her personal life 
became dysfunctional when she became professionally successful. First, she began to ‘drink to cheer 
[herself] up’, later suffered a severe mental illness (where she thought she was ‘five different people’), 
and now she realises that sales work is incompatible with friendliness. You have to be ‘aggressive’ 
which is ‘no good if you like being liked’. 

Through Win and, more extensively, through Marlene (who Win admires), Churchill probes radically 
the ‘idealisation’, an idea sold by early 1980s capitalism, that material success should be life’s major 
motivating factor. She also does this through Angie, who represents what Marlene has given up for 
success. It has made her hard-hearted and despite giving up on the traditional values of family and 
community, she has had to depend on others, specifically her estranged sister, Joyce. On a more 
radical level, Angie is a symbol of those whom capitalism leaves behind. After the realism of the 
political argument between the sisters, it is Angie who helps Churchill puncture the idealisation of 
capitalist success in a more formally radical way, through being a symbol of those left behind and 
those who haven’t ‘got what it takes’. The importance of such symbolism is suggested in the way that 
the play finishes. Marlene is alone on stage when Angie enters after a bad dream. She calls ‘Mum?’ in 
a disorientated state, almost as if on some subconscious level she knows the truth of her parentage. 
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In response to Marlene’s words, she says only a word, which she repeats as the play’s final line, 
‘Frightening’. The realistic act ends on the radical note that the future holds nothing but fear for those 
forgotten people of capitalism.  

Thus, Top Girls is both radical and conventional, but even the parts that are formally realistic have 
radical elements. Perhaps it is because the first act is so overtly radical that the next two, at first, seem 
conventional. The final two acts are certainly radical in the political sense, and through devices such 
as the shifted chronology and the use of symbolism, they are less formally conventional than they first 
appear. Perhaps the way in which the question is framed encourages the reader to argue for or 
against the play being radical, yet such a binary mode of thought is not the only way to think about the 
play. As Hannah Greenstreet argues, ‘Churchill’s play does indeed combine the epic and the 
domestic, showing that the two genres are more mutually exclusive’. I would argue this further. To 
some degree, the play is radical in both form and politics in every act, and if there is some jarring of 
disparate characterisation, subject matter or action, then perhaps that is the point. Churchill does not 
seek to craft a play with aesthetic harmony. She wants to jolt audiences out of complacency, to shock 
and disturb, and to ultimately make them think about the issues she cares about. 

Commentary 
This concluding part of an answer is well-structured. Its argument develops from what went before and 
its use of discourse markers, such as ‘therefore’ and ‘thus’, helps to reinforce connections between 
sections of that argument. 

The range of literary terms and concepts is broad, like those drawn from literary and theatre studies, 
such as ‘set’, ‘symbol’ and ‘defamiliarised’, to those drawn from politics, such as ‘capitalism’. The most 
important keyword of the question, ‘radical’, is grappled with throughout the answer, suggesting that 
the student has thought carefully about its meanings and implications during the planning phase. 

The student uses the final paragraph to explore the implications of what has been argued and ends 
with a final thought arising from these implications. This paragraph makes good use of a critical view, 
which is not offered as a substitute for the student’s own thinking, but as an idea to be built upon. 

The writer’s methods are considered throughout and in ways that are driven by the argument. When 
characterisation is explored, this is from the perspective of the writer and her intentions. There is a 
strong sense of genre. For example, comments are made on the effects of set and costume from a 
particular production, and there is a well-developed sense of how Churchill intends to move her 
audience and to what effects. 
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