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Introduction



What is dystopia?

In 1516, Sir Thomas More published the now-famous Utopia, in which he explored the idea of the perfect society where everyone could be as happy as possible - a utopia. A ‘dystopia’ is the opposite.

A dystopian novel is one that imagines a future world in which society has gone very wrong, so that most of the population are living in harsh conditions, often oppressed by a dictator or a powerful minority. This dystopia could be brought about by technology, politics, war or natural disaster – which are all represented in the extracts featured in this anthology.


The Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution began in around 1760 and carried on well into the next century. It changed society hugely. The manufacture of iron and steel, fired by coal, led to factories that mass-produced machines and other metal goods. Cotton mills used the newly invented ‘spinning jenny’ to turn the cotton from Britain’s foreign colonies into clothing. In one sense this was progress, and it made many manufacturers rich. However, it also meant that people who once lived in small rural communities where they knew each other and worked on the land, now increasingly moved to work in factories in rapidly growing cities like Manchester, Leeds and Liverpool.


[image: ]
[image: ] The word ‘dystopia’ was first used in Victorian times, but the idea was explored by writers and philosophers before that, especially in connection with the Industrial Revolution

Factory employees worked long hours performing repetitive tasks in noisy and frequently dangerous conditions. They often lived in slums in heavily polluted cities where they could not feel the same sense of belonging that they might have felt living in a village. In the Industrial Revolution, we can see how science and technological inventions might in some ways make life worse for a large part of the population. This idea has led some writers to explore how technology might create a dystopian world.

Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave New World presents a good example of a society in which people have used science and technology to create a supposedly better world at the cost of other values, such as individual liberty and diversity. Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro imagines a world in which medical science has dystopian consequences by creating human clones whose purpose in life is to ‘donate’ their organs to ordinary humans who need them.

In the non-fiction section, extract 13, describing the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, gives an insight into how technology intended to make human life easier can go horribly wrong.
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NOW TRY THIS

Divide a large sheet of plain paper vertically into two. On one side, list ten things that you think would help to create a perfect society in any era of history or in modern times. On the opposite side, list ways in which society could go wrong and create a dystopia for most of the population.
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NOW TRY THIS

Make a list of ten scientific or technological advances that, in your view, have made the world a better place. Then make a list of ways in which these advances or similar advances have made the world worse, or more dangerous, or unhealthy.
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Politics and dystopia

Another element of dystopia is politics. In particular, some attempts to make society ‘better’ have arguably made it worse.


Revolutions

The 1789 French Revolution was led by idealists who wanted to make France a fairer place in which there were no longer huge divisions between rich and poor, and in which ordinary people had power over their own lives. Nonetheless, it led to a bloodbath in which at least 40,000 people were executed. This was followed by the dictatorship of Napoleon.

Similarly, the 1917 Russian Revolution emerged because of massive inequality in a society ruled over by the all-powerful Tsar (Emperor). The Revolution established a communist government that transferred power to the workers and redistributed wealth. It seemed to promise equality and freedom, but in fact, it led to the dictatorship of Stalin, and the murder and starvation of millions of people. Stalin is represented by a pig named Napoleon in George Orwell’s novel about the Russian Revolution, Animal Farm, an extract from which is included in this anthology.


[image: ]
[image: ] Russian propaganda poster from 1917. The text on the red banner reads ‘War until Victory’



The abuse of power

Politics always involves power, and dystopian novels based on politics usually involve the abuse of power, whereby a powerful minority are seen to use various methods to control the majority of the population. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, this is done through propaganda – controlling people’s minds by making them believe what the government wants them to believe – and through fear of violence or death. In The Handmaid’s Tale, most people are forced to conform to a social role in the interests of political and social stability, but women are particularly oppressed. The
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[image: ] Dystopian novels sometimes involve a totalitarian regime and close monitoring of the population



Terrorism and hostage-taking





War
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Nature and dystopia
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	•  Marie Lu, Legend

	•  Veronica Roth, the Divergent trilogy

	•  James Dashner, The Maze Runner

	•  Malorie Blackman, Noughts and Crosses.
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