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DystopiasDystopias
How to Recognise a Dystopia

Textual Excerpt Analysis

This excerpt is taken from a moment in the novel where a teacher tells 
the children of Hailsham, who are at this point around thirteen years 
old, that their future is already decided for them:

‘If no one else will talk to you,’ she continued, ‘then I will. You’ve been told, 
but none of you really understand, and I dare say, some people are quite 
happy to leave it that way. But I’m not. If you’re going to have decent lives, 
then you’ve got to know properly. None of you will go to America, none of 
you will be film stars. And none of you will be working in supermarkets as 
I heard some of you planning the other day. Your lives are set out for you. 
You’ll become adults, then before you’re old, before you’re even middle-
aged, you’ll start to donate your vital organs. That’s what each of you was 
created to do. You’re not like the actors you watch on your videos, you’re 
not even like me. You were brought into this world for a purpose, and your 
futures, all of them, have been decided.’

Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go (London: Faber and Faber, 2005), p.73

1. What does ‘dystopia’ mean?

2. What is dystopian about industrial labour? 

3. What two new developments did the twentieth century bring that 
are significant for dystopian literature?

4. After WWII, what kind of new technologies did writers of dystopian 
literature think about?

5. What modern anxieties do today’s dystopian literature reflect?

6. What does dystopian literature aim to do?
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Topic Your Dystopia

Setting 

Where in time is your
dystopia (past, present, 
future?)
Is your dystopia based on 
earth, or on another 
planet? What urban or rural 
landscape features does 
your dystopia have?

Protagonist 

Who does your 
narrative follow? 
Why does it follow them? 
What happens to them 
in your dystopia?

Government and Society 
What kind of society does 
your protagonist live in? 
Who is dominant in this 
society? 
Who is subservient? 
Who benefits from this 
society? 
Who suffers?

Technology 
What kind of technology 
does your dystopia have? 
Who does this 
technology benefit? 
Who does it harm?


