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Feminist Dystopian Fiction and Scholarship in the Twenty-First Century
A Concise Annotated Bibliography

Introduction

In 2015 Margaret Atwood remarked that dystopia was a feature of living in the twenty-first century.[footnoteRef:1] Whilst feminist criticism dates to the Middle Ages,[footnoteRef:2] the emergence of the dystopian genre in the twentieth century - against a backdrop of world wars, totalitarian regimes, and global threats - gave feminism a powerful vehicle for the exploration of ideas. Often, dystopian fiction has a grounding in patriarchal ideology, and amidst the peak of second-wave feminism, a flurry of scholarship on feminist dystopia was undertaken in the 1970s.[footnoteRef:3] However, it could be argued that in the twenty-first century dystopia feels more relevant than ever.  [1:  St. Francis College, In Conversation: Margaret Atwood with Isaac Fitgerald (Buzzfeed Books), online video recording, YouTube, 15 Oct 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3qia44yhps> [accessed 03 January 2024].]  [2:  Gill Plain and Susan Sellers, eds, A History of Feminist Literary Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).]  [3:  Sarah Dillon, ‘Who Rules the World? Reimagining the Contemporary Feminist Dystopia’, in The New Feminist Literary Studies,  ed. by Jennifer Cooke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), pp. 169-81 (p. 169).] 

Compiling this bibliography, I noticed a ‘hope’ as a trend in articles and ideas. Also, reproductive rights was a prevalent topic, referred to as “The Final (Feminist) Frontier”.[footnoteRef:4] Indeed, the commodification of women’s bodies is a frequent line of enquiry in the field today, along with intersectionality around racism. Western cultures saw 9/11, followed by the financial crisis of 2008, then the election of Donald Trump, just in the first two decades. Today, post Covid, after the Black Lives Matter protests, and in the wake of #metoo; as the cost-of-living crisis affects many, and natural disasters seem to be on the news daily; one might suggest that speculative dystopian literature feels less speculative. [4:  Zoe Tongue, ‘Reproductive Justice: The Final (Feminist) Frontier’, Law, Technology and Humans, 4.2 (2022), 95-108] 

Furthermore, as ideas around gender develop, one may wonder how Feminism will evolve. In my opinion there are few genres as relevant as dystopia, and few disciplines as relevant as Feminism. In the twenty-first century West, Feminism and dystopia become even more interesting when combined. In America especially, where laws have been debated on reproductive rights and those with extreme right wing religious ideals have been in positions of power, it is unsurprising that in the 2010s another wave of feminist dystopian literature arose. [footnoteRef:5] Some of these novels are included in the following bibliography, though not all. I attempted to choose a range of novels that exemplified the genre, whilst offering variety and offered clear links to each other. These novels make up the first part of the bibliography.  [5:  Ibid.] 

The second part of the bibliography references critical texts, some that give a more general understanding and some that link directly to the novels mentioned. By the nature of the modernity of my research, I naturally encountered more journal articles than books, and had to redact some of the initial collection to allow room for my annotations. Although this bibliography spans the twenty-first century, there was less activity in the first decade and, when assessed, much of it focussed on novels from the 1990s. 
The length of annotation is concise but descriptive. It is precisely the amount I would want to read if I were assessing the value of texts for specific research from an objective viewpoint. My classifications are not unnecessarily complex, but simply a subclassification in the second part between critical texts and journal articles. I would have found it difficult to classify by theme as all of the novels covel several themes. With this in mind, however I did want to highlight the intersectionality of the texts. To that end; in the first section it can be assumed that each novel encompasses themes of feminism, power and control, but I have added additional themes as a quick reference under each entry, which also serves to show which novels may be compatible for study.













1 	NOVELS
1.1 	Alderman, Natalie, The Power (London: Penguin, 2017)
This speculative fiction novel follows multiple female characters as they discover they can use electrical energy as a physical advantage over men. The narrative explores the repercussions of this power shift, encompassing themes of religion, gender, and politics.
Additional themes: politics, religion.

1.2 	Atwood, Margaret, The Handmaid’s Tale (London: Random House, 1986)
The seminal feminist dystopia falls outside of the temporal aim of this bibliography. However, it is referenced innumerably in the works listed and included by association to its sequel The Testaments. Atwood’s TV adaptations also place this narrative in the twenty-first century; therefore, it would be remiss to exclude it.
Atwood’s narrative takes place in the theocratic dystopia of Gilead. The protagonist, Offred is one of the handmaids – a class of women torn from their previous lives to exist purely based upon their ability to produce children for the upper class but infertile women of the totalitarian regime.
Additional themes: reproductive rights, religion, identity, social class.

1.3	Atwood, Margaret, The Testaments (London: Penguin, 2019)
The sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale was highly anticipated and released after the production of the TV series had surpassed the original narrative. The text follows three characters as they navigate their own connections to Gilead; set fifteen years after Offred’s story in the 1986 text. It takes up the Handmaid’s original themes of power, gender and oppression and explores them in a broader world.
Additional themes: resistance, identity.

1.4 	Dalcher, Christina, Vox (London: HarperCollins, 2018)
Vox is set in a dystopian America, where women in an extreme patriarchy are limited to speaking just one hundred words per day. The protagonist, previously a cognitive linguist joins a resistance movement. Questions are raised about authoritarianism, freedom of speech and religion.
Additional themes: freedom of speech, identity, resistance, religion.

1.5 	Hall, Sarah, The Carhullan Army (London: Faber and Faber, 2007)
Hall writes about a feminist separatist community in Britain, created in response to an authoritarian patriarchal government. The community faces difficulties around power and control and explores the flaws of feminist utopian ideals. The text also highlights intersectionality between racial tensions and feminism.
Additional themes: politics, racism.
1.6 	Jordan, Hillary, When She Woke (London: HarperCollins, 2011)
The protagonist of When She Woke finds her skin tinted red to reflect her crime of having an abortion. The novel follows her journey as a ‘chromed’ woman, shunned by society. Jordan explores ideas about religion, reproductive rights and oppressive political regimes.
Additional themes: religion, reproductive rights, judgemental society.

1.7 	Mackintosh, Sophie, The Water Cure (London: Penguin, 2019)
The narrative surrounds three sisters who are isolated on an island and perform rituals to protect themselves from the toxic men on the mainland. The arrival of three men on the island disrupts their beliefs.
Additional themes: relationships, toxic masculinity.

1.8 	Ramos, Joanne, The Farm (London: Bloomsbury, 2019)
This novel explores ethical complications around reproduction and women’s rights. The narrative unfolds around women, who have joined ‘The Farm’ to become surrogate mothers to the wealthy in pursuit of financial stability. The narrative intersects feminist struggles with issues of class, wealth and immigration.
Additional themes: reproductive rights, economic inequality, social class.

1.9 	Wood, Charlotte, The Natural Way of Things (London: Allen & Unwin, 2016)
The narrative follows a group of women that have been kidnapped by a rich corporation, stripped of their identities, and taken to a forced labour camp. These women’s crimes are that they have been involved in sexual scandals with powerful men. Wood explores societal judgement and sexism as her characters struggle for survival.
Additional themes: identity, societal judgement.

1.10 	Zumas, Leni, Red Clocks (London: HarperCollins, 2018)
The novel is centred around reproductive rights, which have been restricted. The lives of four women experiencing a reproductive crisis become intertwined. Zumas explores ideas of government control and the intersectionality of characters.
Additional themes: reproductive rights, identity.


2 	CRITICAL TEXTS
2.1 	BOOKS
2.1.1 	Baccolini, Raffaella and Tom Moyan, eds, Dark Horizons: Science Fiction and the Dystopian Imagination (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003)
This text was published in 2003, so for the purposes of this bibliography the essays focus on novels that fall outside of the intended spectrum. However, there is value to be found in the analysis, which did occur in this century, and as one of the editors already features prominently in this bibliography, it makes sense to include this work. Attention might be drawn to the introduction, which gives a good grounding for the concept of dystopia at the advent of the twenty-first century.

2.1.2 	Claeys, Gregory, Dystopia: A Natural History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017)
A useful text to augment understanding of the context of the dystopian genre, although not specific to feminism.

2.1.3 	Cooke, Jennifer, ed., The New Feminist Literary Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020)
A collection of essays that addresses contemporary questions in feminist scholarship that are relevant to dystopian themes, including transgender issues and the #metoo movement. Attention may be immediately drawn to the twelfth chapter, in which Sarah Dillon specifically discusses feminist dystopias.

2.1.4 	Disch, Lisa Jane and Mary E. Hawkesworth, eds, The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016)
This text surpasses 1000 pages and splits feminist theory into 49 subdivisions. This is an incredibly important and useful book for forming an intricate understanding of Feminism and signposts more specific research.

2.1.5 	Ostalska, Katarzyna and Tomasz Fisiak, eds, The Postworld In-Between Utopia and Dystopia: Intersectional, Feminist and Non-Binary Approaches in 21st-Century Speculative Literature and Culture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021)
This diverse collection of essays spans cultural studies, media studies, gender studies and literature on the topic of feminist utopias and dystopias. The text is rich throughout in relation to this study, however attention may be drawn to the tenth chapter, named ‘Twenty-First Century Gileads’, as this essay by Fiona Tolan explores four of the primary texts included in this bibliography. These are The Handmaid’s Tale, The Testaments, The Water Cure and The Natural Way of Things.


2.1.6 	Watkins, Susan, Contemporary Women’s Post-Apocalyptic Fiction, Palgrave Studies in Contemporary Women’s Writing (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020)
The book explores the motivations of the female writer in comparison to post-apocalyptic literature written by men. The first chapter discusses critical vs classical dystopias, which is pertinent to other works included in this bibliography, particularly those linked with Baccolini. The third and fourth chapter are highly applicable to this body of research as they are titled The Posthuman Body and The Maternal Imaginary, respectively.

2.1.7	Wells-Lassagne, Sharon and Fiona McMahon, Adapting Margaret Atwood: The Handmaid’s Tale and Beyond (New York: Springer International Publishing, 2021)
This text explores the TV adaptations of Atwood’s feminist dystopian writing, both around Atwood as an adaptor herself, and her material for adaptation. This has been included in the bibliography to augment the entries of Atwood’s writings that have captured the public imagination through contemporary television adaptations.





2.2 	JOURNAL ARTICLES
2.2.1 	Abshavi, Mogan and Zaman Kargozari, ‘The Discourse of Gender and Power in Naomi Alderman’s The Power’, The Journal of Social Sciences Research, 6:9 (2020), 818-825
This article addresses the limitations of the novel, suggesting Alderman’s reliance on binary oppositions denies deconstruction. Furthermore, it is argued that the novel conflicts with feminist ideals.

2.2.2 	Altaf, Sana, ‘Negotiating a Patriarchal Hegemony: Female Agency in Christina Dalcher’s Vox’, Technoetic Arts: A Journal of Speculative Research, 21:1 (2023), 125-33
This article contextualises the development of the dystopian genre in the twentieth century. Altaf focusses on feminist dystopias that address patriarchal structures of oppression, reproductive agency and language limitation. The novel Vox by Christina Dalcher is explored to illustrate the importance of hope, reminiscence and resilience in feminist dystopias, linking these concepts to political and social change.

2.2.3	Baccolini, Raffaella, ‘The Persistence of Hope in Dystopian Science Fiction’, PMLA, 119 (2004), 	518-21
Baccolini argues that gendered identities and stereotypes are broken down through appropriation of conventions in critical dystopias. These works are political texts that crossover between genres, where hope does not guarantee a happy ending but is shown to be crucial theme.

2.2.4 	--- ‘Recovering Hope in Darkness: The Role of Gender in Dystopian Narratives’, Revista X, 17:4 (2022), 1224-44
This article builds on similar ideas to Baccolini’s earlier work included in this bibliography, including reflections on how the genre has changed in relation to gender. The writer argues that this genre is even more relevant in the current decade, and critical dystopias can be used as a tool to foster societal change. Part of the article also focusses on Red Clocks, a novel referenced in this bibliography.

2.2.5 	Davidson, Joe P. L., ‘Retrotopian Feminism: The Feminist 1970s, the Literary Utopia and Sarah Hall’s The Carhullan Army’, Feminist Theory, 24:2 (2023), 243-61
This writer utilises The Carhullan Army to explore the relationship between hope and disappointment and emphasises the ongoing relevance of continually evolving feminist issues, especially with regards to reproductive agency.

2.2.6 	Gilarek, Anna, ‘The Temporal Displacement of Utopia and Dystopia in Feminist Speculative Fiction’, Explorations: A Journal of Language and Literature, 3 (2015), 34-46
The writer argues that the imagined worlds of utopia and dystopia offer an important space to explore gender issues. The narrative opportunity to explore different realities and imagined histories can raise awareness and enhance understanding around contemporary social concerns.











