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Objective
Build the skills to explain contrast and complexity .

You must be able to:

• state what contrasts often represent at this level
• name the three things they introduce
• state the CED’s conclusion about complexity
• distinguish ambiguity from vagueness

1 Key knowledge and worked examples
Study these first. Each one shows the method for a task used later.

What they represent
Contrasts often represent contradictions or inconsistencies that introduce
nuance, ambiguity, or contradiction into a text.

Three introductions
Nuance – a finer distinction; ambiguity – more than one available reading; con-
tradiction – two things that cannot both be so.

The conclusion
As a result, contrasts make texts more complex. The CED states complexity as
an outcome, so a contrast is worth analysing precisely because of what it complicates.

Ambiguity and vagueness
Ambiguity allows more than one supported interpretation. Vagueness is lack of pre-
cise determination. Analyse the textual evidence rather than treating every unclear
passage as a purposeful ambiguity.

AP English Literature and Composition • 6.6 The function of contrasts within a text 1

Worked application: Anchor two readings in the same details
Original miniature: “Mira said she had finally forgiven him. At the gate she folded
his letter into the smallest square she could make and tucked it beneath a stone.”
Her spoken forgiveness contrasts with the careful concealment of the letter. One
supported reading is that she is releasing a burden; another is that she cannot discard
the connection and keeps it hidden. Folding and storing the letter support both, while
neither proves her motive. Analyse the specific contrast rather than simply writing
“this adds complexity”. An ambiguity can involve more than two supported readings;
vagueness instead concerns lack of precise determination. Multiple readings must
remain tied to evidence.

Folded letter kept under a stone

Spoken claim: I have forgiven him

2 Practice
2.1 State what contrasts often represent at this level. [2]

2.2 Define nuance, ambiguity and contradiction. [3]

2.3 Ambiguity is not vagueness.

(a) State the difference. [2]

(b) State the CED’s conclusion about contrasts. [1]
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3 Exam-style questions
3.1 The CED says contrasts make texts more [1]

A complex
B simple
C brief
D popular

3.2 A text that supports two definite readings is [1]

A ambiguous
B vague
C contradictory
D incoherent

3.3 A novel’s ending supports two incompatible readings, both textually grounded.

(a) State which term applies. [1]

(b) Explain why this is a strength rather than a flaw. [2]

3.4 Original miniature: “Jon called the empty room peaceful, but left its light on all
night.” Analyse the contrast, giving two possible readings supported by details and one
limit on what the passage proves. [4]
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Solutions
Each answer shows the steps, then the result.

2.1

• contradictions or inconsistencies that introduce nuance, ambiguity or contradiction

2.2

• nuance is a finer distinction; ambiguity is more than one available reading; contradic-
tion is two things that cannot both be so

2.3

(a)

• ambiguity offers two definite readings; vagueness offers none

(b)

• contrasts make texts more complex

3.1 A

• more complex

3.2 A

• ambiguous

3.3

(a)

• ambiguity

(b)

• both readings are supported by the text, so the novel is holding a genuine tension
rather than failing to say anything

3.4

Contrast between calling the room peaceful and keeping its light on; a supported reading
such as comfort or welcome; another supported reading such as anxiety or waiting; the
passage does not establish a single motive, and a specific missing context is recognised.
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