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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.
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[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 oppression is supposedly justified by a warped version of Christianity.


The American novel The Hunger Games also imagines a future dystopian world in which members of a wealthy and powerful minority oppress the majority of the population and force them to compete with each other. The government’s access to advanced technology helps them to control the population.


The characters of William Golding’s novel Lord of the Flies are all schoolboys. Nevertheless, it raises political questions that are relevant to the adult world. Some boys choose to follow Jack, an aggressive older boy who is a good hunter. In effect, he becomes a dictator, ruling through fear and cruelty. A dwindling minority of boys still believe in civilised values and democracy, represented by a very different kind of leader, Ralph.
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[image: ] Dystopian novels sometimes involve a totalitarian regime and close monitoring of the population










Terrorism and hostage-taking


Another type of dystopian activity is terrorism. In this anthology, this is represented by two poems: Ciaran Carson’s ‘Belfast Confetti’, about the aftermath of a terrorist bomb attack in Northern Ireland, and ‘Out of the Blue – 12’, a poem by Simon Armitage about the plane attack on New York’s World Trade Centre in 2001 (known as ‘9/11’).


Hostage-taking can also be seen as terrorism and is used to exert pressure on more powerful enemies. This is represented by the extract from An Evil Cradling by Brian Keenan.







War


A final type of political dystopia is war. Wars have been taking place ever since human beings began to organise themselves into large groups. However, in modern times, the development of technology has increased our ability to inflict terrible suffering on our enemies. In this anthology, this is reflected in the non-fiction account of the nuclear bomb being dropped on Hiroshima, and in poems about this attack and the one that took place a few days later on Nagasaki.
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NOW TRY THIS


In your view, what should the government of a utopian society be like? For example, how should major decisions be made? How should wealth be shared out? If there are limited resources (for example, food and fuel) should there be laws to determine how they are distributed?


Now imagine that government policy has changed to try to cope with a crisis like climate change or running out of fuel. How could this lead to a dystopian society?
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Nature and dystopia


Although most dystopian fiction imagines a time when human beings have created their own dystopia, sometimes nature plays an important role in this. In the very bleak novel, The Road, we are never told what has killed off most living things apart from a relatively few surviving humans, but it could well be a natural disaster, such as a massive volcanic eruption. A review of the film adaptation is included in this anthology.


Natural disaster and technology combined in the 2011 Fukushima disaster in Japan. An underwater earthquake caused a huge tidal wave – a tsunami. This caused widespread flooding, which in turn, caused serious damage to a nuclear power plant contaminating the area with radiation. There is a first-hand account of the flood in Ghosts of the Tsunami, and the final two poems of this anthology’s poetry section deal with the aftermath of the disaster.
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NOW TRY THIS


What reasons can you think of to be optimistic about your own life, life in this country, and life worldwide? Think of at least three reasons for each category. You could think of reasons to be optimistic about human ability to tackle climate change.
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WIDER READING SUGGESTIONS


If you want to read some more dystopian texts, you could try:




	
•  Marie Lu, Legend



	
•  Veronica Roth, the Divergent trilogy


	
•  James Dashner, The Maze Runner



	
•  Malorie Blackman, Noughts and Crosses.
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Fiction








1 Brave New World


by Aldous Huxley
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[image: ] The babies are conditioned to fear or dislike books
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES




	
•  To explore how the writer uses language to affect the reader’s feelings


	
•  To explore the theme of dystopian social control


	
•  To see how the writer uses narrative techniques
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CONTEXT


Aldous Huxley (1894–1963) was a novelist and philosopher who was interested in science and how it might change human life. His novel Brave New World was published in 1932 when the Nazis were rising to power in Germany. It explores a fictional future society in which human beings are bred to have a particular level of intelligence, among other characteristics, to make them suitable for certain jobs. There are five groups. In order of intelligence, these are Alphas, Betas, Gammas, Deltas and Epsilons. In the extract, a group of Delta babies (the second-least intelligent group) are being conditioned by the use of aversion to dislike nature and books. The Director of the baby-breeding institute demonstrates the technique to a group of students.
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‘Now bring in the children.’


They hurried out of the room and returned in a minute or two, each pushing a kind of tall dumb-waiter laden, on all its four wire-netted shelves, with eight-month-old babies, all exactly alike (a Bokanovsky Group, it was evident) and all (since their caste was Delta) dressed in khaki.


‘Put them down on the floor.’


The infants were unloaded.


‘Now turn them so that they can see the flowers and books.’


Turned, the babies at once fell silent, then began to crawl towards those clusters of sleek colours, those shapes so gay and brilliant on the white pages. As they approached, the sun came out of a momentary eclipse behind a cloud. The roses flamed up as though with a sudden passion from within; a new and profound significance seemed to suffuse the shining pages of the books. From the ranks of the crawling babies came little squeals of excitement, gurgles and twitterings of pleasure.


The Director rubbed his hands. ‘Excellent!’ he said. ‘It might almost have been done on purpose.’


The swiftest crawlers were already at their goal. Small hands reached out uncertainly, touched, grasped, unpetalling the transfigured roses, crumpling the illuminated pages of the books. The Director waited until all were happily busy. Then, ‘Watch carefully,’ he said. And, lifting his hand, he gave the signal.


The Head Nurse, who was standing by a switchboard at the other end of the room, pressed down a little lever.


There was a violent explosion. Shriller and ever shriller, a siren shrieked. Alarm bells maddeningly sounded.


The children started, screamed; their faces were distorted with terror.


‘And now,’ the Director shouted (for the noise was deafening), ‘now we proceed to rub in the lesson with a mild electric shock.’


He waved his hand again, and the Head Nurse pressed a second lever. The screaming of the babies suddenly changed its tone. There was something desperate, almost insane, about the sharp spasmodic yelps to which they now gave utterance.


Their little bodies twitched and stiffened; their limbs moved jerkily as if to the tug of unseen wires.


‘We can electrify that whole strip of floor,’ bawled the Director in explanation. ‘But that’s enough,’ he signalled to the nurse.


The explosions ceased, the bells stopped ringing, the shriek of the siren died down from tone to tone into silence. The stiffly twitching bodies relaxed, and what had become the sob and yelp of infant maniacs broadened out once more into a normal howl of ordinary terror.


‘Offer them the flowers and the books again.’


The nurses obeyed; but at the approach of the roses, at the mere sight of those gaily-coloured images […] the infants shrank away in horror; the volume of their howling suddenly increased.


‘Observe,’ said the Director triumphantly, ‘observe.’


Books and loud noises, flowers and electric shocks – already in the infant mind these couples were compromisingly linked; and after two hundred repetitions of the same or a similar lesson would be wedded indissolubly. What man has joined, nature is powerless to put asunder.


‘They’ll grow up with what the psychologists used to call an “instinctive” hatred of books and flowers. Reflexes unalterably conditioned. They’ll be safe from books and botany all their lives.’ The Director turned to his nurses. ‘Take them away again.’
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The babies are brought in on wire racks, as if they are a product – like loaves of bread.
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What is the effect of the word ‘unloaded’?
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He is referring to the Sun coming out from behind a cloud and lighting up the books and roses.
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Word choices make the babies seem innocent, enthusiastic and vulnerable.
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How do you feel about the babies at this point?
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Huxley uses the rhetorical technique of listing three things in a row. What is the effect?
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Verb choice makes them sound almost like animals.
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What is the Director’s attitude?
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This sentence is based on one from the Bible (Matthew 19:6) that is also used in a traditional wedding service: ‘What God has joined together let no man put asunder.’
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Glossary


dumb-waiter: small lift or cabinet used to carry food or objects


Bokanovsky Group: in the novel, a group of identical children produced by cloning from a single embryo


caste: fixed social class


suffuse: spread through, or fill


unpetalling: pulling off petals


started: suddenly jumped or twitched in shock


spasmodic yelps: brief, sudden cries


wedded indissolubly: permanently connected


botany: the study of plants
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SKILLS FOCUS




	
[image: ]  Understand what is done to the babies, and why.


	
[image: ]  See what impression Huxley wants to create for the reader.
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[image: ] The babies shrank from the approach of the roses when they learned to associate them with shocks
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LOOK CLOSER




	
1  How are the babies treated? Copy and complete the table below to help you explore this.













	Detail

	Quotation

	Effect










	How the babies are brought in

	‘laden, on all its four wire-netted shelves’

	As if they are a product …






	What is done to them

	‘There was a violent explosion. Shriller and ever shriller, a siren shrieked. Alarm bells maddeningly sounded.’

	 






	The effect on them

	 

	 






	How the language makes us feel about their treatment

	 

	 














	
2  What impression do you get of the Director? Think about:



	
•  how he gives instructions


	
•  his reactions to what happens


	
•  the way he describes the effect of the conditioning on the babies.






	
3  Overall, what do you think or feel about the treatment of the babies, and why?
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NOW TRY THIS




	
1  Summarise in your own words what the Director might say if he were explaining how the aversion conditioning works and why it is necessary for the children and for the good of society.


	
2  Write a paragraph with one or two quotations as evidence, to show how Huxley uses language to make us feel sympathy for the babies.
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FAST FINISHERS


Do you think you have been conditioned in any way to like or dislike things, for example, by your parents or teachers, or by advertising? Explain your thoughts on this question.
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3  In groups of three, role-play a TV discussion with someone who is in favour of breeding and conditioning babies for roles in society and someone who opposes this. The third person should play the part of the ‘chair’, whose role it is to raise questions and make sure each person has a chance to speak and deal with their opponent’s arguments.
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PRACTICE QUESTION


Choose four statements below which are true.




	
•  Copy out the ones that you think are true.


	
•  Choose a maximum of four true statements.





[4 marks]




	
A  The children are treated kindly.
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B  The children are all very similar.
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C  The Director hates alarming the babies.
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D  The nurse obeys the Director.
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E  The conditioning takes place in a windowless room.
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F  The Director is pleased with his demonstration.
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G  The babies are given a severe electric shock.
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H  The conditioning process is very noisy.
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[image: ] Why do you think all the babies look alike in the extract?
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