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Teaching notes 

Dystopian fiction 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes offer some approaches to studying dystopian fiction. Before you begin, it’s 
important to recognise how your study of a dystopian text (or texts) fits into the requirements of your 
specification. For example, you might be studying The Handmaid’s Tale as a core set text for AQA A’s 
Modern Times, or studying two dystopian novels from a list of set texts for OCR’s Comparative and 
Contextual Study unit, or perhaps you are comparing two dystopian novels of your choice for non-
examined assessment for Edexcel. Whatever the specification, it’s imperative that you understand 
what you are going to be tested on. If, for example, the unit is comparative, then it makes sense not to 
study each text solely in isolation but to consider similarities and differences between the texts 
throughout. 

The roots of dystopia 
The term ‘dystopia’ was coined in 1868 by the politician and philosopher John Stuart Mill in a speech 
denouncing the government’s policy in Ireland. He was playing on the term ‘Utopia’, which is the name 
given to a society or world in which things are peaceful, ordered and where everyone is happy. The 
sense of ‘dystopia’ has broadened and, in literature, dystopian refers to a society or world that is 
disturbingly unpleasant.  

Task 
Look at the first paragraph of Richard Vardy’s article on Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (Vol. 28, 
No. 2, pp. 30–32). Note what he names as typical features of the genre.  

Intertextuality 
As you can see from Vardy’s article, the dystopian genre is no different from others: while it offers 
readers the comforts of recognising familiar features, it also includes others that are new.  

Task 
Explore the ways in which the text you are studying conforms to earlier types of dystopian fiction and 
how it includes innovative features. As you do so, ask yourself why such innovative elements are 
used. What are their effects? In what ways do they appeal to, or shock, their contemporary readers? 

Thomas More’s Utopia 
Dystopian texts that conduct an intertextual dialogue with other texts are nothing new. The book that 
arguably exerts most influence over the dystopian genre is Thomas More’s Utopia (1516). In this, a 
young traveller who discovered a land that seems a paradise — an ideal society full of contented 
people living under a stable and fair government — discusses his ideas and describes the amazing 
island. The word utopia (from Greek ‘ou’ and ‘topos’) means ‘no place’ and also sounds very like ‘good 
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place’ (from Greek ‘eu’ and ‘topos’). Its paradoxical nature — as both a good place and a place that is 
an impossibility – has been taken by some as an indication that More’s depiction of a perfect society is 
not really intended as a vision of paradise, but has a more satirical purpose.  

Satire (the making of humour and mocking for a moral purpose) takes many forms, and More’s work is 
sometimes read as a satirical critique of sixteenth-century English society. For example, in Book 1 the 
traveller pours scorn on English laws relating to theft (which resulted in the deaths of tens of 
thousands during the reign of Henry VIII). In Utopia, he points out that the emphasis is on equality and 
on providing all islanders with employment and sufficient food, thus removing the need for theft.   

Yet many question the idea that More is simply writing a fantasy of what a well-governed England 
could be. Some passages describing the islanders’ unusual customs — relating to marriage, for 
example — seem to satirise Utopian attitudes. And the island also contains aspects that, to modern 
readers, are far from utopian, such as patriarchal rule, the lack of individuality and the use of slaves 
(who are imported from beyond the island to perform menial tasks). 

In a broad sense, More’s influence is obvious in the way that a dystopian text portrays a society that is 
the reverse of a utopia. It is also evident in a more localised sense in texts set on islands, or featuring 
travellers who describe an incredible journey or discovery, such as Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels 
(1726) or H.G. Wells’ The Island of Dr Moreau (1896). 

Taking it further 
Find out more about this founding text of utopianism, and indeed dystopianism, by reading Stephanie 
Forward’s article ‘A Taste of Paradise: Thomas More’s Utopia’ in ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 11, No. 4. 

Utopia is available online at http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/webbin/gutbook/lookup?num=2130 

Task 
Think about the ways in which the dystopian texts that you are studying relate to other texts, either 
overtly or subtly. For example, The Handmaid’s Tale is prefaced with three epigraphs, one of which 
comes from Jonathan Swift’s ‘A Modest Proposal’. Why might Atwood be quoting Swift? In what ways 
might this epigraph serve as an apt introduction to her novel, or to suggest her intentions in writing it?  

Note also the ways in which The Handmaid’s Tale relates to Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). 
You might like to refer to some of the details in the ‘Texts in context’ poster and Nicola Onyett’s article 
‘Telling future tales: The Handmaid’s Tale’ in ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 26, No. 2. 

Historical and present events 
It is sometimes said that while a work of dystopian fiction is usually set in the near future, its real 
subject is always the present — or rather what the future could resemble if things don’t change. In 
some cases, many of the disturbing elements depicted in dystopian fictions are actually taking place in 
the present. For example, Margaret Atwood claims that her novel Oryx and Crake (2003), like The 
Handmaid’s Tale, ‘invents nothing we haven’t already invented or started to invent’ (Atwood, M. (2006) 
Curious Pursuits: Occasional Writing, Virago).  

Task  
Consider the extent to which disturbing elements in your dystopian text actually exist in the present, or 
have existed in the past. How do such elements affect the reader’s response? For example, you might 
research past or present theocracies if you are studying The Handmaid’s Tale.  
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You might even consider how some dystopian elements have come to resemble aspects of our own 
lives more closely than they did when the books were first published. Think, for instance, about the 
rise of screens and fall of books in Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953) or the proliferation of 
surveillance in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.  

Reception 
It is interesting to consider how dystopian novels have been read and interpreted by audiences: not 
only at the time of first publication but also at later times. You might also investigate the reasons why 
dystopian fiction has been booming in recent years, both in general and for teenagers. See the first 
three articles cited in the ‘Useful resources’ section below. In addition, some suggest that the rise and 
election of Donald Trump to the presidency of the USA has resulted in an upsurge of interest in 
dystopian fiction. For example, in the first month after having taken office and during which time 
Trump’s senior aide, Kellyanne Conway, used terms like ‘alternative facts’, Nineteen Eighty-Four 
reached the top of the Amazon bestseller list. 

Useful resources 
Useful resources on dystopian fiction from the OCR examinations board: 
http://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/234413-dystopian-literature-teacher-instructions-lesson-element.pdf 

Examining the reasons why dystopian fiction is booming in the era of Donald Trump: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-38764041 

Exploring the appeal of dystopian fiction for teenagers: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/9143409/The-Hunger-Games-and-the-teenage-craze-for-
dystopian-fiction.html 

Considering the appeal — and the shortcomings — of dystopian fiction: 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/06/05/a-golden-age-for-dystopian-fiction 

Two short articles from the British Library’s website, which explore intertextual links with Nineteen 
Eighty-Four as well as historical and political contexts: 
https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/freedom-or-oppression-the-fear-of-dystopia 
https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/nineteen-eighty-four-and-the-politics-of-dystopia 

‘George Orwell: The Appeal of the Dystopian Novel’, an item on the Today programme featuring 
Professors John Southerland and Margaret Reynolds: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01411k7 

An interview with Margaret Atwood by Mark Lawson. The Handmaid’s Tale is discussed 18 minutes 
into the programme: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b007tjpb 

An interview in which Atwood discusses The Handmaid’s Tale: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/specials/133_wbc_archive_new/page2.shtml 

The English Review Online Archive 
If your school or college subscribes, go to the English Review archive, where you can find a range of 
relevant articles, including those on dystopian novels such as The Handmaid’s Tale, A Clockwork 
Orange and The Road.  

Examples include: 
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O’Keefe, B. (1997) ‘A Clockwork Orange: a tale for our times?’, Vol. 7, No. 4 

Peters, M. (2012) ‘A Clockwork Orange and defamiliarisation’, Vol. 22, No. 4 

Havely, C. (2012) ‘The Road: last chance for the good guys’, Vol. 23, No. 2 

Onyett, N. (2015) ‘Telling future tales: The Handmaid’s Tale’, Vol. 26, No. 2 

Onyett, N. (2017) ‘Agony aunt: Aunt Lydia in The Handmaid’s Tale’, Vol. 28, No. 1 
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