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ABSTRACT

This study explores a new genre of futuristic literature for teenagers. It demonstrates that it
has mainly developed along dystopian lines, which, like Nineteen Eighty-Four and Brave
New World, extrapolate from present trends to predict horrifyingly credible versions of the
future. It considers the features which set a children's dystopian novel apart from these
classic 'adult' dystopias, and particularly focuses upon the question of imaginative closure
and the ways in which the didacticism is carried in cautionary near-future realism.

The work takes a novel approach by exploring writers' imaginative use of evolutionary
theory. Chapter 1 demonstrates that the perceived responsibility to point young readers to a
better world exerts a powerful influence on the literature produced, making it very difficult
to produce a wholly negative, ironic work. Chapter 2 shows, however, that writers have
repudiated The Chrysalids' narrative tactics, at least at surface levels. Few depict
Wyndham's reading of evolution, which is unequivocally used to envisage the radical
improvement of the human species. They attempt instead to introduce ambiguity into the
text's presentation of human nature.

The following two chapters show that, although children's writers frequently seek to use
evolution as a moral metaphor, simultaneously expressing the hope that man can change,
and warning against the dire consequences if he does not, the emphasis they have placed
upon predictive realism, rather than Wyndham's speculative fantasy, counteracts their effort
to articulate hope for a young reader. Huxley, Orwell and Golding all use extinction to carry
their warning. A comparison with children's texts reveals that whereas 'adult' dystopian
writers present hope indirectly and ironically, children's writers typically supply hope within
the text itself. The tendency to present child protagonists as evolutionary agents of heroic
transformation in the dystopian context results in the imaginative and ideological fracture
which characterises the literature. The premises of the dystopian context make such a hope
seem naively unrealistic and simplistically conceived.

Chapter 5 documents the few futuristic books in which the expression of moral meaning
takes a different literary guise. Man is seen in relation to the environment, rather than
embattled against society. The imaginative emphasis is upon speculation, rather than
prediction, extensively employing the techniques of fantasy and the marvellous to discover
new angles of perception. A Wizard of Earthsea is used to illuminate the tactics of the
'ambiguous utopia’, which leaves room not only for the moral evolution of the protagonist,
but also allows the best (as well as the worst) in human nature to become credible
possibilities.

The Conclusion draws together the ways in which children's authors organise their
narratives to try to overcome the creative dilemmas of producing dystopian fiction for an
immature audience. In particular it highlights the possibilities of a new style of didacticism,
which is based upon the notion of empowering the reader as an active, transformational
ideologist, rather than a passive recipient of a mandated meaning.
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INTRODUCTION



During the course of this thesis I aim to consider a new genre of futuristic fiction for
children, more specifically for teenagers, which has emerged since the late 1960s. This
literature contains well over a hundred novels (a sample of which is attached in the
bibliography). The immense popularity of this form (from the author's point of view) shows
little signs of abating, and the list steadily lengthens each year. Its contributors include a
number of highly acclaimed children's writers, such as Virginia Hamilton, Peter Dickinson
and Jill Paton Walsh, all of whom have worked successfully within other areas of children's
fiction. The books are written in English and form an international literature. They are
mainly produced in the UK, the USA, New Zealand and Australia, although a few works

are European, and have been made widely available in translation.

I do not intend to document all of the books which fall within this literature, but aim to
cover sufficient numbers to demonstrate that there is a coherent literature of the future for
young readers, and during the course of the thesis I will consider the features which
characterise it. These are speculative works, the bulk of which are anxiety fantasies, in
which authors express grave fears for the future of the young people to whom the books are
addressed. The key characteristics of the literature are less likely to be in terms of setting,
characterisation, plot and so on, but in terms of the questions the literature seeks to raise for
its readership. What interests me is the fact that futuristic fiction specifically addressed to a
young audience has largely developed along dystopian lines, and I aim to consider what sets

a children's dystopia apart from an adult book which is working in the same vein.

As I will show in Chapter 1, although individuals stand in different positions in relation to
the question of whether a children's book should offer happiness, the perceived
responsibility to point young readers toward a better world exerts a powerful influence on
the literature produced, making it very difficult to create a wholly negative, pessimistic
work. This in turn raises fascinating questions, such as the types of imaginative closure
which are deemed appropriate in the children's novel. This is a key focus for my study.
Relatedly, my other main area of interest is the question of didacticism, and I will examine

how writers arrange their narratives to express their moral meaning for an intended non-



peer, immature audience. Without wishing to undervalue the literature in the slightest way, I
believe that writers pose themselves immense tactical dilemmas by choosing prophetic

forms of story which emphasise prediction and plausibility by projecting realism into the

near-future.

If the dystopia presents the 'adult' writer with ‘artistic problems'! these are considerably
heightened by the ethical and educational responsibilities normally associated with writing
for children. In many ways the dystopian fiction which has emerged for young readers has
often been unsatisfactory, in literary and pedagogic terms.2 Frequently, for example, writers
seem unwilling to allow the narrative to unobtrusively carry the ideological 'message’ of the
dystopia, which results in unnecessarily intrusive authorial control. I will suggest that the
manifest flaws in children's dystopian novels stem from an authorial fear that the admonitory
purpose of the fiction will be missed or misconstrued by an unskilled and vulnerable young

reader.

The books I aim to consider are often criticised and reviewed as science fiction, due to their
futuristic settings.? The term science fiction may be misleading, however, as it is often taken
to mean comic-book melodrama, offering escapist tales of monsters, hostile alien invasions
or bizarre technical innovations.4 The widespread critical aversion to science fiction in the
children's book world stems from what science fiction used to be in the 1950s and 1960s.
Futuristic fiction displays a dramatic departure from those days, when most of it was
mediocre and banal.’ In 1974 John Rowe Townsend was justified in his observation that 'a

good deal of poor or routine science fiction for children has appeared.'¢ Even its better

IRobert Scholes_Structural Fabulation (London and Notre Dame: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1975) p.79
2See John Stephens, 'Post-Disaster Fiction: The Problematics of a Genre', Papers, 3, No.3,( Dec.1992),
pp.126-130; Peter Hollindale, 'The Darkening of the Green', Signal 61,( Jan. 1990), pp.3-19.

3 See T. Botten, S. Hayes, and V. Ray, Fiction for Children: Symposium on Science Fiction', CLE, 14, No.
4, (1983) pp.222-236.; Sylvia Engdahl,. 'The Changing Role of Science Fiction in Children's Literature',in
V. Haviland,ed. Children's Literature: Views and Reviews, (London: Bodley Head, 1973) pp.250-255;
Margaret Esmonde,'After Armageddon: the Post-Cataclysmic Novel for Young Readers', Child L, 6, (1977),
pp. 211-220; Virginia Haviland,'A Second Golden Age? In a Time of Flood', Horn Book, 19, (Aug. 1971),
pp.409-419.

“4Jay Williams, John Christopher: Allegorical Historian. Signal 4, (1971). pp.18-23

3 Sylvia Engdahl, 'The Changing Role of Science Fiction' p.452.

6 Written for Children. (London: Garnet Miller, 1965; revised edition Harmondsworth: Kestrel, 1974),
p.218. See also Sheila Egoff, 'Science Fiction' in Only Connect: Readings on Children's Literature
eds.Egoff, S., Stubbs, G.T. & Ashley, L.F., (OUP, 1969), pp.388; Hugh and Maureen Crago, 'John
Christopher: An Assessment With Reservations', Children's Book Review (1971), pp.77-79.
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practitioners, like A. Norton and R. Heinlein, replicated the simple adventure story in
whimsical and cliched space settings, often to ludicrously implausible effect. As Glazer

points out, in Heinlein's Farmer in the Sky, (1950) for example, a child plugs a hole in the

side of his space ship with his Boy Scout uniform.” The emphasis was on futuristic
paraphernalia, rather than using the fictional future to probe moral and philosophical

concerns.® By 1969 Egoff could still write

There is as yet no novel in the field that welds scientific fact and/or sociological
speculation with strong literary qualities to give it universal appeal. °

These vacuous stories still exist,!® but what I term futuristic fiction has taken a different,
much more serious direction. The predictions made by Townsend!! and Hollindale!2 have
been borne out: future fictional time has recently been exploited to tackle weighty themes

for young readers, raising serious and searching questions about huge philosophical,

technical, scientific and moral issues.13

With the innovative work of L'Engle and Langton in the early 1960s science fiction began
to blur into fantasy, which has traditionally enjoyed a higher critical status.!4 Both used the
convention of time-travel to the future, which enables a child-protagonist to return to the

present and choose a better alternative route. In Langton's The Diamond in the Window!5

and L'Engle's A Wrinkle in Time!6 the divisions between good and evil are clearly signalled

for an implied child-audience. There is never any question that the child heroes and
heroines, and the author themselves, are all on the side of the angels.!” L'Engle's work is a
Christian allegory, and Langton's unequivocally extols the virtues of American

Independence. Their tone of confidence is supreme.

7 Joan Glazer and Gurney Williams, An Introduction to Child Literature, (New York: McGraw Hill, 1979)
p.280.

8 See Roberts, Thomas J. 'Science Fiction and the Adolescent’, Child L, 2, (1973), pp.87-91.
9 *Science Fiction', p.390.
10 See, for example, Redmond Wallis, The Mills of Space (London: MacDonald Children's Books, 1989)

11 John Rowe Townsend, Written for Children, p. 213.

12 peter Hollindale, Choosing Books For Children, (London: Elek, 1974) p.100.

13 jbid. p101. See also Engdahl, 'The Changing Role of Science Fiction', p.256.

14 See Stephens, 'Post-Disaster Fiction', p.126.; John Stephens, Language and Ideology in Children's Fiction
(London: Longman, 1992) cited by Peter Hunt, Literature for Children: Contemporary Criticism (London &
New York: Routledge, 1992) p.78.
15 Jane Langton, The Diamond in the Window (New York: Harper, 1962)

16 Madeleine L'Engle, A Wrinkle in Time (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1962)
17 Townsend, 'Didacticism in Modern Dress', p.38.




From the late 1960s onwards, a note of doubt began to sound in futuristic fiction. Anxiety
fantasies were produced in prolific numbers.!8 Works for the young began to make serious
and disturbing comment upon the direction of human civilisation, questioning just what
humanity would look like were it to achieve its ideological ambitions. By 1982 Pohl could
claim that, in terms of themes and issues, there was little discernible difference between the

science fiction produced for adults and children.!?

Often children's writers' hypotheses about humankind's likely lines of development resulted
in biting criticism and vehement social comment. In short, the literature of the future
became deeply serious and troubled, often prompting commentators to regard it as a

literature in its own right. Hunt, for example, observed of Dickinson's 'Changes' Trilogy

These books are part of a large genre in children's publishing, not so much science
fiction as future-speculation.20

During the 1970s and on to the present day a dark literature of emergency and despair
developed. Dystopian scenarios proliferated, expressing deep-rooted fears for the future of
those children being addressed.2! The future imaginative landscapes were hugely
undesirable, even in the early works of Dickinson and Christopher, whose pioneering
writing I will fully consider in Chapter 2. As the literature developed, the future scenarios
that writers envisaged became increasingly intolerable, presenting a variety of repressive and
invasive tyrannically controlled States, whether these were conceived as being neo-primitive
or hyper-technological by nature.22 In the 1980s devastatingly bleak visions of the horrifying

aftermath of nuclear war emerged.?> What MacLeod?* could describe as an 'undercurrent' of

18 See Elaine Moss, 'The Seventies in British Children's Books' in The Signal Approach to Children's
Books, ed. N. Chambers, (London: Bodley Head, 1980) p.62.; Madeleine L'Engle,'Childlike Wonder and
the Truths of Science Fiction', Child L, 10, (1982) p.102.

19 Frederick Pohl, 'Science Fiction for the Young (At Heart)', Child L., 10, (1982), pp.111-112

20 Peter Hunt, Criticism, Theory and Children's Literature, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p.142.

21 See Janice Alberghene, 'Childhood's End?', Child L 13, (1985) p. 189.; Heather Scutter 'A Very Long
Way From Billabong', Papers, 2, No.1 (1991) p.30.

22 Hollindale, 'The Darkening of the Green', p.16

23 See M. Lenz,'Hope Amidst the Ruins: Notes Toward a Nuclear Criticism of Young Adult Literature',
Journal of Youth Services, 3, (Spring 1988), pp.321-328; Paul Brians 'Nuclear War Fiction for Young
Readers: a Commentary and Annotated Bibliography', in Science Fiction, Social Conflict and War. ed.
Philip Davies, (Manchester and New York : Manchester University Press, 1990), pp.132-150.
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pessimism in L'Engle's later time-travel fantasy, A Wind in the Door?* became increasingly

explicit in the nightmare scenarios imagined by later writers. Pattow2¢ and Wehemeyer??,
both documenting futuristic writing in the 1970s, remarked on writers' ambivalence to the
future presentation of science, politics, technology and society. By the time Hollindale
alluded to futuristic books in the late 1980s, he observed that the writers were 'deeply
pessimistic about the future of the planet.'8 I wish to document and explore these

unprecedented levels of pessimism for a young readership during the course of my thesis.

I believe it is important to recognise the quintessentially moral nature of these books which,
like the novels about the Holocaust which Harrison describes, seek to instruct their readers
and 'make people choose to become better than they are.”” Commentators frequently refer
to futuristic literature's 'purpose' or 'function'.3® This function is usually perceived to be

twofold. The literature primarily warns, but also counsels hope and argues for change.

The literature is predominantly regarded as a literature of warning, which primarily seeks to
caution young readers about the probable consequences of current human behaviours. At
the most obvious level writers warn about undesirable future political and social contexts,
but at deeper levels they caution against bleak aspects of human nature itself. Stephens, for

example, draws attention to the literature's admonitory function:

The purpose of the genre is to issue a warning about destructive tendencies in human
behaviour.3!

24 Anne Scott MacLeod,'Undercurrents: Pessimism in Contemporary Children's Fiction', CLE, 21, (Summer
1976) pp.96-102

25Madeleine L'Engle, A Wind in the Door. (New York: Crosswicks, 1973).

26Donald J. Pattow, 'A Critical Chronology of Speculative Fiction for Young People', unpublished doctoral
dissertation, Western Michigan Univ., 1977.

27 jllian BiermannWehemeyer, Images in a Crystal Ball: World Futures in Novels For Young People
(Littleton, Colorado: Libraries Unlimited, 1981) p.32.

28'The Darkening of the Green', p.16.

29 Barbara Harrison 'Howl Like the Wolves', Child L, 15, (1987), pp. 86.

30 A number of studies have focused upon varying aspects of futuristic literature. Wehemeyer's Images in a
Crystal Ball and Pattow's 'A Critical Chronology' both documented American futures fiction in the 1970s,
largely by outlining writers' key preoccupations. Neither took a 'literary' stance in relation to the material.
Stephens' 'Post Disaster Fiction' and Scutter's work both concentrate upon Australian neo-primitive, post-
cataclysmic books, and largely neglect futures which depict 'high tech' scenarios. Their approach is literary,
rather bibliotherapeutic. Hollindale's 'Darkening of the Green' alludes to futuristic fiction, but sees it in a
broader context: that of admonitory teenage fiction (including non-futuristic works). All these
commentators perceive that these books are written primarily to convey a 'message’.

31 Stephens (1992) 'Post Disaster fiction', p.126.




Similarly, Hollindale observes that 'the ideological content is very near the surface' of this
type of writing, and that it carries the cautionary "message" that 'humanity is dangerously at
the mercy of its own political or technological artefacts.’32 Like Stephens, Hollindale goes
on to add that this warning is rooted in one way of pessimistically seeing 'human nature',

most specifically its

...animal characteristics...predation, greed, rapacious short-term opportunism, manic
and irrational competitiveness...[These] aggressive instincts [form] a dominant
behavioural pattern which [is] destructive of other life, self-destructive, and patently
unsustainable beyond the trivial time scale of a few millenia or centuries. (p.9)

Primarily writers 'extrapolate from contemporary western reality to envisage a future world
whose dystopic features are terrible exaggerations of the social, political and ecological
present'33 in order to warn. In so doing they attempt to fulfil the perceived needs of the
generation to come.3* Many adults feel that the need for children to know about the
consequences of current behaviours is urgently increasing. There is considerable evidence of
a growing sense of an imagined historical crisis of unprecedented p'roportions, which

futuristic fiction has consistently sought to highlight.

Broadly speaking, recent world events have appeared to threaten the institution of
childhood itself35 The threat of nuclear war, for instance, precipitated grave concerns
about the future that children would inherit. Man could now conceivably damage the
environment on a scale that had previously seemed unimaginable. The atom bomb, for
example, had swiftly ended the ravages of a world war, raising hopes that peace and liberty
were attainable, and that children could now inherit their benefits and refuse to make the
same mistakes again. It also raised daunting and paralysing fears about human nature and its
ability to control such lethal technology in the future. Some futuristic fiction has explicitly

addressed the nuclear issue.36

32'The Darkening of the Green', p.17.

33Scutter, "Post Modern Versions', p.4.

34See M. Lenz Nuclear Age Literature For Youth: the Quest for a Life-Affirming Ethic (Chicago and
London: American Library Assoc., 1990); Hollindale, 'The Darkening of the Green', p.17.

35 See Judith Plotz,'The Disappearance of Childhood: Parent-Child Role Reversals in After the First Death
and A Solitary Blue', CLE, 19, No.2, (1988), pp.67-79.; Alberghene, (1985).

36See Brians, (1990.)




In recent decades seemingly unprecedented advances in science and technology have
impinged on all aspects of life.37 Many writers seek to raise questions about the use to
which science may be put in a future political or social context. They apparently respond to
widespread fears that social values and common goals are currently disintegrating.3®8 Many
describe the 'void' or 'vacuum' which young people now face.3® The fear that 'the good old
days have gone, and we must find a new course'® is commonly expressed. Prevalent fears
about the future have recently been heightened by current 'addictions'! to 'green' thinking,
which has notably drawn attention to the ample evidence of humanity's economic and

environmental irresponsibility*?

This crisis of confidence is often associated with science, or at least its ability to rapidly
disseminate information about the injustices and horrors of contemporary life, which science
has apparently done little to ameliorate. Egoff, for example, considers that the changing
emphases in the writing and criticism of children's books in recent years are due to the fact

that

...electronic advances admit us to a global village and force immediate decisions of
conscience on us all...Almost every hitherto accepted idea and principle about the
conduct of life is being challenged...The age of faith has passed and what is to fill the
void?43

Many feel that because adults no longer feel confident that they know what to advise

children to ensure their future happiness, children's books can no longer offer a nostalgic

37 Plotz, op.cit. p.69.

38See Sylvia Engdahl, 'Perspective on the Future: The Quest of Space Age Young People!, in ed. M Lenz
and R. Mahood, Young Adult Literature: Background and Criticism. Chicago: American Library
Association, 1980, p.427

39 See Robert Westall, 'The Vacuum and the Myth', Teenage Reading ed. Kennerley, P. London: Ward
Lock, 1979, p.35.

40 Sheila Egoff, 'Pleasures and Precepts: Changing Emphases in the Writing and Criticism of Children's
Literature', in Only Connect: Readings on Children's Literature eds.Egoff, S., Stubbs, G.T. & Ashley, L.F.,
Oxford: (OUP, 1969), p. 433. See also Townsend, (1974) p.292.; M. Eakin ‘The Changing World of Science
and the Social Sciences', in Children's Literature: Views and Reviews, ed. Virginia Haviland, London:
Bodley Head, 1973 p320.; Alberghene, (1985)p.189.

41Hollindale, 'The Darkening of the Green', p.10.

42 See Townsend, (1974) p.292.; Elaine Moss, 'Feeding the Artist', Signal 64, (Jan 1991) p.18.

43Egoff, 'Pleasures and Precepts', p.483.




and comforting picture with impunity.44 Chambers, whose approach is admirably level-
headed amongst much that is emotive, traces this crisis of consciousness to the apparent
'incoherence' revealed by current scientific and philosophical theories, such as Darwinism
and Relativity (which he believes have implications not simply for the content of children's

stories, but for their form).43

It is much easier to find evidence of fears for the future of our young within the vast amount
of writing about children's books, than it is to find examples of the various anodyne futures
envisaged by social theorists?: the futurists of all political hues whom Frankel#” has termed
the 'Post-Industrial Utopians.' Writers of, and commentators on, books for the young tend
to believe that scientific 'progress' is ironically more likely to result in harm, and to

undermine traditionally cherished human values, than to become a benign force.

As a rule distress about the future makes the idea of a literary utopia seem a naive and
'empty dream'#®, and the term tends now to be used in a pejorative sense, implying naive
escapism. As I shall describe in Chapter 1, the view prevails (amongst children's writers and
critics alike) that children's needs will not be well-served by sheltering them too much from
the occasionally painful truth.4? The dystopia simply seems more realistic, given the current
outlook and sensibility. In fact I have only discovered one futuristic text which could
unequivocally be considered to be a utopian fiction: Vale's Albion0, about which the

publisher has written on the dust jacket

Vale has revived an English literary tradition of utopian writing too long obscured by
the visions of Orwell and Huxley.

44ibid. p.391. See also Nat Hentoff, 'Fiction For Teenagers' in Only Connect: Readings on Children's
Literature eds.Egoff, S., Stubbs, G.T. & Ashley, L.F.,( Oxford: OUP, 1969), p.404.

45Aidan Chambers 'The Child's Changing Story', Signal, 40, (1983) pp. 36-52.

46See Karen Boyer, 'Teaching and Learning About the Future: an Exploratory Study' unpublished MA
dissertation, Univ.of York, 1989.

47Boris Frankel The Post-Industrial Utopians. Oxford: Polity Press, (1987).

48Winifred Kaminski, trans. J.D. Stahl, 'War and Peace in Recent German Children's Literature', ChildL,
15, (1987), p.58.

49 See Mary Steele, 'Realism, Truth and Honesty', in Children's Literature: Views and Reviews. ed.
Virginia Haviland, London: Bodley Head, 1973. pp.288-297.

50 Brenda Vale, Albion: a Romance of the Twenty-first Century, (Barnstaple: Spindlewood, 1982).
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In Chapter 1 I shall also show how writers usually feel an ethical and educational
responsibility toward their implied non-peer audience, which may present them with a
'creative dilemma's!. Most writers take this sense of responsibility extremely seriously, and I
do not wish to suggest that there is anything purposefully gratuitous about the levels of
horror and violence which pervade this grim literature of the future. The novels produced
are part and parcel of the climate of belief of the times. Writers are primarily disposed to use
the dystopian element of their fictions to challenge child readers, encouraging them to
question and reject morally undesirable human actions. They do so by 'proving' the awful

truth of their probable consequences.

I suggested earlier that warning literature is typically regarded as having a dual purpose. I
write from the firm conviction that futuristic pessimism is not designed to depress or dispirit
its young readers.5? Like all warning literature, I believe it is underpinned by the clear
impulse to make people good by choice.53 Futuristic books are, as Harrison says of Huxley
and Orwell's dystopian fiction, 'calls of the imagination to the ethical.'** They use their
pessimistic frame of reference to assert that, for the reader, it is not too late. Even though
some writers may, at heart, seriously doubt humanity's ability to 'change its spots® they
frequently hope to suggest the possibility of something better in moral terms for their young
readers. They are keen to ensure that readers perceive they write because they want to
change the world. They are not usually content to imply hope, but try to structure their
narratives so that hope is actually supplied in the text itself. As I will show, the predictive
dystopian strategy they have chosen makes it exceptionally difficult to supply a hopeful
reading within the text itself, however. Often a damaging confusion arises, or writers risk a

disjunction between their didactic intention and their literary form.

I will demonstrate that, having established the bleak dystopian context, many then seek to

raise the notion that the child protagonists, and/or the implied child reader, may become

51 Ajdan Chambers, 'An Interview With Alan Garner', in _The Signal Approach to Children's Books: A
Collection. ed. N. Chambers, (London: Kestrel, 1980) p.279.

52See Hollindale,'The Darkening of the Green', p.18.

53 Barbara Harrison,'Howl Like the Wolves', Child L., 15, (1987) p.86.

54ibid. p.86.

55Hollindale, 'Darkening of the Green',. p.10.
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symbols of desirable and radical change. They try to emphasise another way of looking at
humanity, which values its intelligence and imagination, its capacity for love, loyalty and
altruism.56 To some degree, in my view, all the books suggest that future hope lies in Man's
ability to retrace his evolutionary steps to the point at which things began to go wrong.’7 In
this way writers often try to leave room for readings in which humanity may have a second
chance in the narrative's future-time, not simply to behave better, but to fundamentally
change. Writers seem to be experimenting with different ways of expressing change
throughout the literature: attempting to re-conceptualise the human creature itself. I am
particularly keen to highlight their use of the metaphor of biological evolution to suggest

the possibility of analogous moral change.

As I have outlined, there is a perceived need for stories that are equal to the demands of our
age, which I believe these writers are struggling to fulfil. Chambers, for example, has

written

I have to say that it seems important to me, especially in writing for young people, not
to submit to incoherence but to search out new patterns of coherence and ways of
making stories that represent those new patterns. This indeed is the narrative problem
of our time.’8

Many others feel that children and adolescents need what is often termed 'a literature of
survival.'¥ Many feel strongly that, at a vulnerable period in their lives, youngsters need to
encounter clear-cut guidelines and positive affirmations in their literature. 6 They suggest
that books should not only 'puncture old myths and dreams'! but should help young people

to forge a new corpus of values, broadly based upon non-competitive, non-materialistic

36ibid. p15.

57 Such a view is considered by Rajeev Syal, who examines research which suggests that man has evolved
from the peace-loving, vegetarian bonobo rather than the predatory, aggressive chimpanzee. De Waal, a
Dutch animal behaviourist, postulates that we would have developed a very different idea of ourselves and
our behaviour patterns had we not become accustomed to emphasising our predatory evolutionary past as
'man the hunter' .

58 'The Child's Changing Story', p.52. See also Engdahl, 'Perspectives on the Future', p.427.

59 A. Silvey, 'The Literature of Survival' Horn Book Mag. 62, p285, (May 1986). See also Betty
Bacon,'From Now to 1984' in The Cool Web: The Pattern of Children's Reading. Meek, M. ed. ( London:
Bodley Head, 1977) pp.130-131.

60See Bacon, 'From Now to 1984', p.131. : 'Children and adolescents need models.'

61 See Margaret Esmonde, 'After Armageddon: the Post-Cataclysmic Novel for Young Readers', Children's
Literature, 6, (1977) pp. 211-220.; Kate Waters. 'For Members of the "Last Generation"?', The Horn Book
61, 1985, pp.339-341.
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principles, in which humanity reveres all life, not simply its own.62 Pattow, for instance,
values 'generative literature...which has "survival value",'s3 by which he seems to mean
books which embody 'new moralities'®4, empowering children to change the world in the
future. Lenz calls this disposition a 'search for an ethic of survival's5, The terms she uses
suggest the striking similarity between this literary 'quest' and so-called green thinking. For
instance, she regards the idea of the ideal (warrior) 'hero' to be suspect, and urgently in need

of redefinition along traditionally more humble, peace-loving 'feminine' lines:

Today, the...survivor figure can no longer be primarily concerned with the luxury of
claiming his or her "due" as an individual in the total struggle of will set on affirming
personhood. Instead, the ethic of survival in the nuclear world will demand that the
heroic individual surrender certain self-aggrandizing ego claims, affirming the value and
dignity of all beings-in short, express a life-affirming ethic in his or her mode of being.
To express this more humble ideal, I have coined the word biophile to mean lover of
the bios, or total life system...Only a person endowed with holistic vision and reverence
for the totality of life on Earth can...come to a contemporary vision of paradise.5¢

This strongly resembles the rhetoric of ideological revisioning which has underpinned the
ecological, feminist and conservation movements in recent years. Like Lenz, they argue for
new ideas and patterns of perception. They perceive contemporary problems lie in

humanity's

fragmentationalist way of seeing, which reinforces, validates and inflates qualities and
behaviours that we have been conditioned to regard as masculine (such as analysis,
reason, assertiveness, aggression, competitiveness, exploitation, a proclivity for
hierarchies, hunger for domination). Other qualities and behaviours, traditionally
regarded as feminine (such as synthesis, seeing things in wholes, empathy, emotion,
intuition, co-operation, active democracy, receptivity, nurturing) have been
downgraded or marginalised.5?

At root their political visions require a 'revolution of Copernican proportions',8 which
amount to a whole new way of seeing ourselves and the world. But the problems associated

with overthrowing,or even loosening what are perceived to be dominant paradigms of

62Eakin, p.332.

63 Pattow, p.144.

64 Review in Growing Point, 14, (1975), p.2,820.

65Millicent Lenz, Nuclear Age Literature For Youth: the Quest for a Life-Affirming Ethic (Chicago and
London: American Library Assoc., 1990) p.xiv.

66ibid. p.xiv.

67 Sue Grieg at al. Greenprints: for Changing Schools (London: World Wildlife Fund & Kogan Page, 1989)
p-12

%8ibid. p14.
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thought®®, achieving what Suvin would call our 'defamiliarization or estrangement,”° should
not be underestimated. Like Suvin, many commentators believe that science fiction offers

the greatest possibilities in narrative terms to achieve this objective.”?

My thesis will document the significant challenges which face those literary artists who seek
to arrange their narratives to 'search out new patterns of coherence'72 for the young by
concentrating upon the immense technical difficulties they face. I have already suggested
that any admonitory literature confronts significant artistic difficulties. The problems to be
faced are also inherently ideological, for, as Jonathon Porrit, former director of 'Friends of
the Earth', has observed, it is extremely difficult to present the 'truth’ of the values against

which one warns

...without falling into the trap of an apocalyptic despair which merely disempowers
those whom one seeks to reinvigorate.”

The problems of reconciling the aim of presenting the dark truth, whilst maintaining a sharp
focus upon hope, (often regarded as essential for the young) present interesting technical
dilemmas which I aim to explore. I am particularly interested in the fact that these problems
are exaggerated in a literature designed for a non-peer audience, especially when writers
have predominantly been disposed to use the dystopian literary form. To date there has been

no systematic bibliographic research into the dystopian novel for children and teenagers.

Critics of futuristic fiction for adults have often pointed out that most writers this century

have been disposed to produce dystopias.” Like the critics of children's books, they also

69See J.Robertson, The Sane Alternative. (Oxford: James Robertson, 1983)

70 Quoted by Robert Scholes, Structural Fabulation: an Essay on Fiction of the Future, (Notre Dame and
London: Notre Dame Univ.,1975) p.46.

71 Mark Rose, for example, argues that science fiction has the peculiar power to make things strange in
Science Fiction: A Collection of Critical Essays (Engleswood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1976) ; John
Griffiths asserts that science fiction deals with possibility, not fact, which enables this estrangement to take
place in Three Tomorrows: American, British and Soviet Science Fiction. (London: MacMillan, 1980.) See
also Patrick Parrinder, Science Fiction: Its Criticism and Teaching. London: Methuen New Accents, 1980.
72 Chambers, 'Child's Changing Story', p.52.

73 Irvine, S and Ponton, A. The Green Manifesto. [With a foreward by J Porritt] (London: MacDonald
Optima, 1988.) p.ix.

74See, for example Kingsley Amis New Maps of Hell. (New York: New English Library, 1967).; Mark R.
Hillegas The Future as Nightmare (New York: New English Library, 1967); Chad Walsh From Utopia to
Nightmare, (New York: Panther, 1962)
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trace this disposition to a sense of historical emergency, which makes the idea of utopian
fiction seem 'fundamentally irrational...in our fallen world."® Bittner, for example, has
observed that two world wars, the Soviet Gulag and Nazi death camps, the influence of
dehumanizing technology and capitalist materialism, and the failure of socialist utopian

experiments

had nearly killed hope..By the 1970s, the positive utopia had been displaced in the
system of literary genres available to novelists..."new maps of hell" had become more
numerous and more prevalent...the form available in the literary system for
constructing alternate worlds had changed from utopia to nightmare...Huxley's Brave
New World (1932) and Orwell's 1984 (1949) had evolved into the dominant genre
models.”6

This has resulted in a powerful and influential literature,”” which has, according to Griffiths,

made it very difficult for any novelist to present corporate values in a positive light 73.

In one sense it seems simplest to regard the dystopia as the complete antithesis to the
utopia. Peck suggests utopian novels 'present a perfectly ordered society where all the
problems of the / real world have been eliminated' 7 and Cuddon sees the utopia as 'a place
where all is well."® In practice, however, clear distinctions between dystopian and utopian
fiction blur, because often both are used to 'encourage the reader to reflect back upon, and
question, the imperfections of the existing world.'8! Ketterer stresses that both forms rely

upon the use of irony. He asserts:

The literary value... depends largely upon its satiric potential and that potential, as is
well illustrated by Gulliver's Travels, is best realised through the creation of worlds
that, as distorted mirror images of our own, are somewhat less than ideal. Dystopian
fiction allows for the full expression of the satiric impulse ambiguously present in
utopian fiction.®?

75David Ketterer, New Worlds for Old, (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1974) p.99.

76 James Bittner, 'Chronosophy, Aesthetics, and Ethics in Le Guin's The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous
Utopia', in No Place Else: Explorations in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction, ed.Eric Rabkin et al, (Carbondale
and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1983) p.244

77See Scholes, p.71.

78 Griffiths, p.87

79John Peck and Martin Coyle, Literary Terms and Criticism. (London: MacMillan, 1984)pp.119/120.
80J.A.Cuddon, A Dictionary of Literary Terms.( London: Andre Deutsch, 1977) p.716.

81peck, p.120.

82 Ketterer, p101.
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The difference between them is, then, a matter of degree, because the stasis represented by
many literary utopias is, in many ways, undesirable and claustrophobic, but less noticeably
so than in the dystopia. Dystopian fiction conducts its warning more forcefully and

unequivocally, powerfully carrying its didacticism by negative example.

The 'adult' dystopia has developed in particular ways this century. Firstly, writers using the
form have tended to extrapolate from the present-day, so that the fictions produced seem
like highly plausible predictions of the shape of things to come. These versions of the future
are 'tightly tied to our immediate situation in space and time'33, underlining the relationship
between the imaginary scenario and the current world, in an attempt to secure its didactic
purpose. The plausibility of these bleak visions by 'hell's cartographers' easily imply that they

are an inevitable prediction, or a 'forecast of doom.' 84

Furthermore, 'adult' dystopias have tended to emphasise the socio-political structures of the
future world, and as a result have tended to raise social concerns.8> This strategy, however,

readily implies that humanity is at the mercy of its social and technological artefacts.8¢

I aim to show that the 'adult' dystopia relies upon presenting a 'closed' imaginative vision of
the future, which insists that, once this future path has been taken, there is absolutely no
hope. Every ideal is ironically doomed within the text itself. I will use well-known examples

of dystopias (namely 1984, Brave New World and Lord of the Flies) to provide a focus for

my discussion in my central chapters. Each chapter will focus upon a range of narrative
strategies which are used by children's dystopian writers. In each case this will be prefaced
with a discussion of the key narrative strategies used by 'adult' novelists in order to carry
their moral meaning. The arrangement of my chapters should not be seen as a taxonomy of
the children's literature, nor as a chronological presentation of its development. There is no
clearly discernible pattern emerging in children's futuristic fiction to suggest that writers are

evolving particular approaches, nor is there any evidence to suggest that a particular

83Scholes, p.70.

84Cuddon,p.716.

85Ann Swinfen, In Defence of Fantasy: A Study of the Genre in English and American Literature since
1945, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984.)p.190.

8Hollindale 'Darkening of the Green', p.16.
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Studies of the history of children's literature reveal that the genesis and development of
writing for children is deeply and uniquely rooted in the education system.?? Avery4 has
argued that children's texts have repeatedly mirrored a constantly shifting moral pattern, and
have always been disposed to reflect the values to which adults hope children will aspire in
any given age. The didactic and moralising nature of the earliest works continues to shape
and motivate contemporary writing for the young, although today it has been largely

absorbed into the characterisation, narration and plotting.®’

Children's texts are routinely regarded as having a role in the social formation of children.
The children's text is habitually regarded as the site for the reproduction of traditionally
upheld or corporate social values. One outcome tends to be that children's books are
traditionally conservative®® and are inclined to present the 'status quo' of the

'establishment."7 Higonnet asserts

Children's literature is an imperialist form: its ideological functions of social control
have become a routine topic...the images and themes overtly serve processes of social
dominance..obviously...but also indirectly.%8

If this is true, then perhaps it is attributable, at least in part, to the unique publishing and
production circumstances of children's books. Townsend®® and Hunt!%® both argue that
publishing for children is governed by complex social-institutional-economic equations
which replace the law of supply and demand with a host of pressure groups (including
'practitioners' concerned with the welfare of children: librarians, teachers, parents and so on)
all of whom exert a 'powerful influence on what the literature can and will become.' 101
These adults may 'demand values of authors..who are directed towards producing

acceptable work...' claims Townsend,

BWilkie, p.4. .

%Gillian Avery, Childhood's Pattern: A Study of the Heroes and Heroines of Children's Fiction 1770-1950
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1979)

93See Townsend, 'Didacticism in Modern Dress, p.33. See also Jacqueline Rose, The Case of Peter Pan,
(London: MacMillan, 1984) and Barbara Wall, The Narrator's Voice (London:MacMillan, 1991)

96 Chambers, 'Reader in the Book', p.275.

97See Robert Westall 'How Real Do You Want Your Realism?'

98 Margaret Higonnet, 'Narrative Fractures and Fragments' Child.L. , 15, (1987)p.37.

99Didacticism in Modern Dress' p.36.

100Criticism, Theory & Children's Literature,pp.155-174.

101jbid. p.83.
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...the adults are uniquely able to procure on the child's behalf...the thing they feel he
ought to have...

...What the child ought to have is apt to be something that fits in with the image of our
society as serious, well-meaning, conscientious people feel it ought to be ... in which
everybody is thoughtful, gentle, compassionate ...integrated but nevertheless individual.
We expect, consciously or otherwise, that writers for children will provide us with
instruments for bringing this society into being...we can practically insist upon it. (p.36)

As a result children's literature is often seen to be characterised by a tendency to uphold or
cherish certain basic humane 'tenets,' such as altruism, loyalty and co-operation.102 It is
frequently heavily influenced by a 'humanistic grand master narrative'®3 and its most
important ideological 'message' is often taken to be the need to adjust to 'reality' or to
'accept one's' lot.104 It also tends to be extremely conservative in both form and content. 105
Nodelman!% has observed that children's books often display remarkable similarities in their
central cores of meaning and narrative patterns, exhibiting an 'apparent sameness' in which
authors seem to be continuously fascinated 'with the same sets of opposite ideas and their
resolution and with recurring situations.''97 In children's literature basic conventions are
typically closely observed. McDowell!98 professes, for example, that children's books have a
clear-cut moral schematism, use child-oriented language, often ignore probability, are
usually lacking in description and introspection, tend toward optimism, habitually employ
the happy ending, typically draw upon magic, fantasy, adventure and manifest an undetailed
simplicity. McDowell's observations are much quoted, and up to a point they may be true,
although they suggest a strict differentiation between books for children and adults which is
simplistically conceived, and in fact tend to 'describe the least deviant... elements of

children's texts.' 109

Children's literature, and those who deal with it, have a tendency to be highly conscious of
the political inequality between adult producers, arbitrators and administrators and the

intended child audience. Many commentators place considerable emphasis upon the

1028arah Greenleaf, 'The Beast Within', CLE 23, No.1, (March 1992) p.50.

103Stephens, 'Post Disaster Fiction', p.129.

104Perry Nodelman, 'Doing Violence to Conventions', Child.L., 15, (1987) p19. See also Stephens, op.cit.
105Nodelman, p.19.; Higonnet, p.37.

106Perry Nodelman, 'Interpretation and the Apparent Sameness of Children's Novels', Studies in the
Literary Imagination, 18 (1985) ed. Hugh Keenan, pp.5-20.

107Hugh Keenan. Introduction to Studies in the Literary Imagination, 18 (1985) p.1.

108Myles McDowell. ‘Fiction for Children and Adults: Some Essential Differences’, CLE, 10, (1973) pp.50-
53.

109Hunt, Criticism, Theory & Children's Literature, p.63.
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educational dimension of the literature, which may, as Higgins!1® suggests, be due to a
distinction which is commonly drawn between the predicted reading competencies and life
experiences of children as opposed to adults. Children are frequently thought to be more

readily influenced by what they read than adults, and are often believed to see that

all books are books of divination, telling us about the future, and like the fortune teller
who sees a long journey in the cards or death by water they influence the future. 111

This essential difference between adults and children in turn raises the crucial 'question of
formativeness'!!2 and may lead to the widely held assumption that the children's writer has
an important role to play in the development of the (imaginary) child being addressed.113

Many people, at least to some extent, see children's books 'not just in education, but gs

education' in their own right.114

The idea that the adult may, consciously or unconsciously, shape the views of the
impressionable child has led to widespread demands that children's authors exercise a 'sense
of responsibility."15 Often authors (and critics) are perceived to be ac'ting in the role of
parent or 'guardian'!!6 or are seen to occupy the position of schoolmaster or teacher!!?
These roles carry with them certain prohibitions and responsibilities, which are often
regarded as unavoidable constrictions. For the children's writer, they are most typically
taken to imply a need to remain acutely sensitive to the perceived needs of the intended
audience. The younger the child, the more acutely these constrictions will be felt. Authors
usually view the need to exercise an 'altruistic form of self-censorship’ on behalf of the very

young, for example 118 Usually this sensitivity to audience imposes some feeling of moral

110 James Higgins. 'The Primary Purpose of Fiction' CLE 12, No .2, (1981) p.115.

111jbid. (Higgins is quoting Graham Greene).

112Peter Hollindale. "The Critic and the Child' p.88.

113See Townsend "Standards of Criticism' p. 195.; Fred Inglis The Promise of Happiness (CUP,1981) p.4.;

Perry Nodelman, 'How Typical Children Read' pp.173-178; Margery Fisher, 'Is Fiction Educational? CLE
1, (1970) p.12.

114Higgins, p.1135.

115Wallace Hildick. Children and Fiction: a critical study of the writing of fiction for and about children,
(London: Evans, 1970) p. 139.

116 jbid. p. 129. See also Townsend, 'Standards in Criticism' p.195.

117Hildick. p.129; Hollindale 'Second Impression', p.7.

118 Hollindale 'Second Impression' p.8. See also Jill Paton Walsh 'The Writer's Responsibility’, CLE 10,
p33.
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and technical constraint!® Writing for children frequently demands that the author makes
'more or less conscious adjustments'120 to adapt to the role. Many writers are acutely aware
of 'being a literary artist if this is possible within the moral and technical constraints of
writing for children.''2! DeJong, for example, speaks of 'necessarily shaping the work to
my... cage of artistic form' despite claiming to write solely 'for myself'122 Hildick describes
the 'extra burden placed on the shoulders of a conscientious children's writer' which 'ought
to amount to a social duty to handle certain themes and attitudes with the greatest

circumspection.' 123

In some sense, then, a feeling of restriction surrounds children's literature. Many people feel
that the writer cannot 'experience a sense of absolute freedom' and the literature produced
must be necessarily 'simpler and narrower."124 Some feel that it ought to be 'closed in scope'
and should not be allowed to present ‘a tragic view of life.'125 Hildick recognises that an

author's sensitivity to a young audience is likely to cause him to take 'certain detours or

retreats.'126

This means that, as Hollindale suggests,

If in talking of children's literature we really mean literature as we do when we are
thinking of adults, as work that involves a wholeness of imaginative engagement, and
profound levels of cohesion, then its emergence in a children's book must depend on a
fragile coincidence of finely tuned creative play with a deep sensitivity to audience.127

This, of course, is not achieved lightly, nor very often. This helps to explain my reasons for
considering the children's dystopia to be an extremely challenging form to attempt to write,
because, as I will show, the narrative conventions of the dystopia do not sit easily with the

'unspoken conventions' of children's literature, which emanate from a sense of authorial

119See Hunt Criticism, Theory & Children's Literature p.164; Hildick, p.129; Hollindale, 'Second
Impression', p.7.

1203i]1 Paton Walsh. 'The Rainbow Surface' in Meek et al ed. The Cool Web, p.192.

121@G, Trease, quoted by Hollindale, 'Second Impression', p.7.

122 Meindert DeJong, in J. R. Townsend A Sense of Story (London: Longman, 1971) p.76.

123Hildick op.cit. p.140.

124James Steele Smith A Critical Approach to Children's Literature. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1967).p.13.
125Clifton Fadiman 'The Case for Children's Literature', Child L., 5, (1976) p.16.

1260p.cit. p.140.

127pp.cit. p.8.
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responsibility to an immature audience. Writers may see them (as they often do of any
children's book) as an interesting artistic challenge!?®, and may habitually seek to
simultaneously conform to, yet disturb, the unwritten laws of children's literature. Futuristic
literature is interesting because of that disturbance and because of the technical dilemmas
which that disturbance poses. I will try, as far as possible, to outline these unwritten laws,
risking oversimplifying a very complex area for the sake of establishing some clear

principles for my discussion in later chapters.

Most obviously, certain subject-matters may be considered ‘taboo' or 'unsuitable' at any
historical point (although of course, taboos are always a matter of cultural, historical and
individual perception, and disagreement often results).!2®> Most notable examples have
included the presentation of sex, violence!39, death and 'bad language'.13! Any writer who
disturbs these taboos may indeed be subject to overt censorship. An 'expurgated' version of

Westall's The Machine Gunners, for example, has been printed, in which the 'bad

language'132 has been omitted, proving that critical disapproval can indeed have a_di
. : - UNIVERSITY
effect on what is made available for children.133 OF YORK
LIBRARY

Although the matter of 'suitable' versus 'taboo' subject-matter has always provoked heated
debate, questions have been complicated by the advent of the so-called New Realism,'
which places equal (but sometimes apparently conflicting) pressure upon an author to
present a plausible picture of 'real life.' The last three decades have seen a change in the

emphasis of writing for children,134 with writers being less disposed to shelter child-readers
p g

128Walsh. op.cit. pp. 192-193.

129Gee Hildick, op.cit. p.118.

130paul Brians documents the widespread-disagreement concerning the appropriateness of books dealing
with the subject of nuclear war for young readers 'Nuclear War Fiction for Young Readers' in_Science
Fiction, Social Conflict and War ed. P.Davies (Manchester & New York: Manchester Univ. Press, 1990) p.
134.

1318ee Robert Westall. 'How Real Do You Want Your Realism?' Signal 28 (Jan. 1979) pp.34-46.

132Colin Ella describes this as 'lavatorial' and 'unnecessary', 'Drawing that Line' CLE Vol 13 nol 1982 p46.
133Qvert censorship was particularly rife in the 1970s, when books were often assessed against social and
political criteria (such as anti-racism and anti-sexism, which were compiled on the basis of content analysis,
with little regard for the literary form being used to express these values). See, for example Nat Hentoff
'Any Writer Who Follows Anyone Else's Guidelines Ought to Be In Advertising!, in M. Lenz and R,
Mahood eds. Young Adult Literature: Background and Criticism (Chicago: American Library Association,
1980) pp. 454-460.

134See Sheila Egoff 'Pleasures and Precepts: Changing Emphases in the Writing and Criticism of Children's
Literature', in Only Connect: Readings on Children's Literature eds.Egoff, S., Stubbs, G.T. & Ashley, L.F.,
(OUP, 1969) pp.419-446.
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from sometimes painful reality, and more inclined to 'tell it how it is.'135 There is now a
'greater candour in books for the young than ever before.'36 From the 1970s onwards,
books have been able to become more 'frank and sensational’37 pushing back the

boundaries of 'acceptable' subject matter. This new climate of opinion seems to stem from

the fact that

..the world has not spared children hunger, cold, sorrow, pain, fear, death, loneliness,

disease, war, famine, or madness. Why should we hesitate to make use of this
knowledge when writing for them?138

I would add that many writers have also chosen to depict adults, and particularly parents, in
a less than positive light!3®, which indicates a general loss of faith in the ability of the
present generation of writers to confidently advise children how to behave and what to

think.

Many have warmly welcomed this new commitment to ‘truth and honesty' in the children's
book.140 Some suggest that, in the television age, children already have access to the world's
horror and violence, and that the novel is able to treat potentially disturbing subject matter
with more depth and sensitivity than the television could ever do.14! Others, however, have
lamented it bitterly, believing that youngsters should be protected from ‘'unhealthy
...sordidness'%? and fearing that the opening up of the children's book to ‘cynicism' is

potentially harmful to child-readers.143

In fact, many conscientious writers for the young have always perceived the need to tell
children the (sometimes painful) truth, choosing to confront, rather than sidestep, the

emotional crises of childhood, which may well include death, loneliness, alienation and

135S, Root 'The New Realism: Some Personal Reflections' Language Arts (Jan. 1977) p.20.

136Harrison, B. p.69.

137Root, op.cit, p.20.

138Mary Steele 'Realism, Truth and Honesty', in Children's Literature: Views and Reviews. ed. Virginia
Haviland, (London: Bodley Head, 1973) p.290.

139See David Rees The Marble in the Water (Boston, Mass.: Horn Book Inc, 1979) p.83

140See Steele, op.cit. p290; Robert Coles 'The Child's Understanding of Tragedy', Child.L.,15 (1987) p.5.
Perry Nodelman, 'Doing Violence to Conventions',p.35.; M. Eakin, p.333.

141See Westall, 'The Vacuum and the Myth', p.37.

142Colin Ella, p.46.

143See Ravena Helson. 'Change, Tradition and Critical Styles in the Contemporary World of Children's
Books' Child.L. 5 (1976) pp.22-39.
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involve difficult choices and decisions. Many see it as a dereliction of some kind to put aside

adult knowledge and speak childishly, and Walsh eloquently expounds the view that

I would not ...agree that there is any subject whatsoever that is absolutely unthinkable
in a children's book. It all depends how it is done...144

'Suitability' is, then, often perceived to be more a matter of technique, rather than subject-
matter.145 Much authorial reflection has been devoted to this area, exemplified by Storr's
'Things That Go Bump In the Night',146 which concentrates upon the 'acceptable' modes of
mediating 'difficult material' for children. Storr outlines several distancing techniques,
highlighting the ways authors choose to tell children about violence, fear and horror in

terms they can bear to know.

Whereas some authors relish the challenge of making a serious adult statement for children
in ways which seem acceptable, some authors clearly feel that writing for a young audience
requires them to compromise their feelings or convictions. Speaking of the production of a

particular teenage novel Jean Ure, for example, has said

I had to cut out two of the girls and change the end, because they said it was anti-gay
and would bring in hate mail...I do have a terribly jaundiced view of the world now, but
you can't put that in a book for kids.147

Ure's statement indicates her conviction that children's book cannot acceptably tell the
whole truth, which makes the production of realism for children very difficult. As Brians
observes, 'there is no consensus on what sort of approach is appropriate' for a writer who

chooses to depict realism for a young readership, particularly when tackling traditionally

'taboo' subjects.148

Despite the greater candour of recent children's literature, the one characteristic which

adults are reluctant to see diminished in any way is hope. According to Harrison, hope is

144gp.cit. p.33.

145Harrison, op.cit. p87.

146in The Cool Web ed. Meek, M. pp.120-129.
147Cited by Hunt, (1991) p.157.

148Brians, op.cit. p.136.
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'traditionally the animating force in children's books."4% Hope is often seen to be the main
distinguishing feature of the children's novel. Natalie Babbitt, for example, believes that an

optimistic outlook is the chief characteristic of children's literature as opposed to adult's:

something which turns a story ultimately toward hope rather than resignation and
contains within it a difference not only between the two literatures, but also between
youth and age.150

The belief that children have an essentially optimistic and innocent way of looking at life,
whilst adults have a tendency to be pessimistic and cynical is deeply entrenched, shaping the
stories which are made available. 15! Many adults believe that it is the writer's duty to nurture
and safeguard this optimism, and that children 'need' or actively seek a hopeful way of life in
the fiction they read.!52 Babbitt believes that, to achieve an authentic view of childhood, the

adult writer must transport himself back to a time when life stretches ahead of one, full of

promise and opportunity. 153

Novels which are not seen to conform to these beliefs are likely to receive critical
condemnation. Here, for example, is Earnshaw, denouncing what he sees as the

overwhelming pessimism of children's science fiction:

This tendency I believe to be dangerous and mind-warping...All we have a right to do
in children's science fiction is to lure them into thinking about the human condition
from a detached viewpoint, and bring them back on the last page in a positive plane.154

Earnshaw believes that children's writers have a duty to present 'affectionate and optimistic

thinking.' These protective attitudes may seek to shield children from harm entirely, by

149¢p.cit. p.69.

150Natalie Babbitt 'Happy Endings? Of Course, and Also Joy' in Children's Literature: Views and Reviews
ed. V. Haviland (1973) p.158.

151See Fred Inglis The Promise of Happiness (CUP, 1981)p.4.; Nodelman, op.cit. p.35.; Walsh, op.cit.

p. 193.

1525ee Michelle Landsberg (1988) p.29; Stephanie Tolan (1986) p.361; Bacon (1977) pp.129-133.;Babbitt,
op.cit. p159.; Gwenda Bond (1994) p.52.; Katherine Paterson cited by Smedman (1983) p.13.; Brian
Earnshaw (1983) pp.237-242.

153op.cit. p.159.

154Brian Earnshaw. 'Planets of Awful Dread' CLE 14, No.4 (1983) p.239.
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keeping children in ignorance 155 Adult protectors more usually simply seek to leave the

child reader 'enough light to steer by'!%¢ within the text. Lenz has argued

It is a well-established principle that hope is an essential ingredient of literature for
those of tender years; nihilism does not belong in the nursery, and even teenage
readers, many believe, should not be without at least a shred of comfort in books
specifically addressed to them.157

Her view is endorsed!s8 by Landsberg and Bacon.

These views make it extremely difficult for the children's author to offer an unrelievedly
bleak vision. This means that pessimistic adult texts become ‘unacceptable options'>? for the
children's writer, a point which is of crucial importance to my study. The pressure to offer
hope to the child reader is immense, and there is an extreme ethical resistance to an
evocation of a 'realistic' sense of the 'upsetting randomness' of existence.160 As a result, the
children's writer is much more likely to opt to present a 'theoretically safe world,"6! which is
capable, at least to some extent, of offering the view that benign forces can and do exist and

that ultimately 'everything will be all right'.162

At the other end of the spectrum some writers and critics, whilst upholding the need for
hope, feel that over-protecting readers is potentially damaging to the young. They believe
that children are more resilient than most people habitually think.163 They denigrate what
Briggs has called the 'sweet and innocent pink and baby blue stuff164 that often emerges.
Nodelman, for example, believes that children's literature usually tells children to expect

adults to keep them safe, which he sees as a 'limiting message.'165 He values works which

155See Harrison, op.cit. p.80.

156Hollindale (1974) p.64.

157.enz (1988) p.32.

158Bacon (1977) pp. 129-133; Landsberg (1988) p.29.
159Stephens (1990) p.130.

160Nodelman, (1987) p.34.

161ibid. p.20.

162Babbitt, op.cit. p.159.

163See Belle Mooney cited by R. Kilborn (1986) p. 102.
164Raymond Briggs, cited by Kilborn, op.cit. p.30.
165gp.cit. p.20.
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question these 'dangerously protective attitudes'lé6 by portraying children as agents of

control, who are responsible for their own safety.

Some argue that, in our times, children do not need protection, but moral complexity. As a

critic Iskander believes

...teenagers face a world of computers, missiles and terrorism, they depend less on the
reassurances of stereotypes and expect more complexity than did their elders whose
teenage years took place in more stable times. 167

The children's writer Robert Westall was convinced that child protagonists should not be
presented as 'victims', but should be empowered to make moral choices, and experience the
full implications of those choices, for better or worse. In 'The Vacuum and the Myth' he
implies that writers serve the needs of the young more adequately if they repose trust in the
readers to think seriously for themselves. For Westall, hope lies in adults' ability to enter
into a ‘'meaningful dialogue' with the young.168 He views the adult's desire to protect as an

evasive tactic.

An author may feel, however, that it lies within his power, 'and perhaps is his duty to
recommend an improved world, reflecting not what it is but what he hopes it might be 169
Donelson expresses the view that, even in young adult literature, 'honesty must be combined
with hope, a hope that is life-affirming and encourages the reader to consider and develop a

workable moral philosophy.' 170

There is a broad spectrum of narrative strategies which writers commonly use to fulfil
Donelson's aims. Often, for exariple, a clear (and intrusive) authorial guiding voice can be
heard in children's fiction, even when the intended readership is predicted to be in its mid- or
late teens. I am particularly inf :rested in the ways in which authors arrange their narratives

in order to guide the (youn;) readers' responses. I will show, for instance, how most

166ibid. p.35.

167]skander (1987) p.14.
1680p.cit. p.38
169Hollindale (1988), p.15.
170K. Donelson (1980) p.63.
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authors attempt to do this by édvocating 'a workable moral philosophy' explicitly in the text
itself, rather than leaving the readers to think for themselves. This is a particularly
interesting (and challenging) area when authors are trying to mediate difficult (hitherto
taboo) material for the young. The realistic treatment of such topics as conventional and
nuclear warfare, the Nazi Holocaust, political torture and Human Rights atrocities present
particular challenges to the children's writer. Research into books which take war as their
subject matter shows that writers encounter many difficulties.!”! These include:
sentimentality; naively conceived "solutions" or "messages",; moral and political over-
simplification (in defining friend and enemy); and an imaginative scenario in which

'hopelessness forecloses all action.'72

These are all problems encountered by writers using the dystopian novel, which I intend to
document in my remaining chapters. I will also draw attention to the strategies authors use
to overcome these problems. I intend to focus mainly upon the narrative resolutions of
futuristic writing. The intense pressure to present hope, to offer security and provide

comfort in novels for young readers has particular implications for the endings of a novel.

The convention of the 'happy ending' is arguably the most compelling unwritten law of

children's writing. As Higonnet has observed

...the norm of closure is probably the most strictly observed narrative convention in
children's literature...it is by now a cliché that authors rely on the "return home" to
round an adventure and to restore a sense of security and world order.173

The ending is often believed to be the main litmus test to decide if a book is a children's

book at all.174 Webb, for example, considers Goodnight Mr Tom to be a children's work

despite its subject (child abuse) because 'the responsibility for assuring a final safeness is
clearly respected...! The book offers 'the closure of assurance, of re-assurance.'l7s

(Interestingly she compares this book's 'point of return to safety' with the futuristic The Last

171See Kaminski (1987) pp.55-65.

172ibid p.65

173Higonnet (1987) p.47.

174See Russell Hoban (1971) p. 20.; Babbitt, op.cit. p.158.

175Jean Webb 'A Theoretical Approach to Goodnight Mr Tom' in Researching Children's Literature, ed. N.
Broadbent et al. (Southampton: LSU Publications, 1994) p.58.
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Children, 'which leaves the reader in a desolation of hopelessness', refusing to offer the

closure of assurance.)

Nodelman feels that the pressure to present a 'happy ending' amounts to a generic
convention. ‘Strict principles of narrative organisation' have emerged, he claims, as a result
of the intensively repetitive forms peculiar to the children's book.176 These stem from an
ethical desire to protect the young. Higonnet also asserts that 'conventions about narrative
structure are certainly much stricter in children's literature than in adult literature' and this
perception of genre 'controls structure; for example, most children's literature avoids tragic
closure.''77 This, she adds, may be traceable to a sense of genre of 'the marketplace,' and she
describes how Louisa May Alcott was 'pressed into accepting a type of closure then deemed

suitable to girls' books.'

Wolf has also argued that the more novels undermine the principle of a reassuring
conclusion, the further they depart from being classifiable as books for children, or at least
imply progressively older readers.!7® Books for very young readers often display a 'circular'
narrative shape, with the protagonists ultimately returning home, where, despite their
adventures, everything remains stable and happily secure. Hunt suggests the impulse for
writers to use a 'strong resolution’' stems from the urge to 'provide comfort' in books for the
very young. He proposes that writers feel '...however disturbing the content of the book, the

resolution will at least temper the effects...' 179

Texts 'suitable for older children'®0 may assume a somewhat different narrative shape,!8!
although even writers addressing an older teenager tend to 'soften their stories'.182 They may
include 'the return home' but 'do not satisfy all the elements of closure...and the book is in

some way ambivalent."83 In other words they use the form of the bildungsroman, or

176Nodelman (1985) p.5.

177pp.cit. p.38.

178Virginia Wolf 'Paradise Lost? The Displacement of Myth', Studies in the Literary Imagination 18, ed. H.
Keenan (Fall 1985) pp.53-62.

179Hunt (1991) p.127.

180ibid. p.128.

181See also Wolf, op.cit. p.60-62.

182Nilson p.277,

183Hunt op.cit. p.128.
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'growth novel, in which the hero's character evolves, eventually changing from childhood to
maturity. Hunt observes that often the protagonist returns, but then leaves the novel at the

end to move into adulthood.184

According to Hunt 'adult' or more mature novels allow endings which 'are ambiguous: we
see part of the texture of life'. More mature story shapes only tend to ‘resolve some part of a
problem, but to leave much else open.'85 'Adult' characters tend not to return home at the
end of a novel, and are not transformed, but tend to move forwards through the narrative, in

a more or less straight line towards death.186

I will show how children's writers using future fictional time tend to resist Hunt's analysis of
the more 'adult' form of imaginative resolution, and largely prefer to present narrative
conclusions which typify the return home or, most usually, the bildungsroman. The
perceived need to offer hope and reassurance to young readers makes it extremely difficult
for an author to disturb the 'unspoken convention' of the (at least partially) optimistic
ending.!87 The artistic problems raised by the desire to conform to’ the 'norm of closure'
particularly interest me. In the remaining chapters I aim to largely concentrate upon how
authors choose to end their stories, what happens to their protagonists and so on, to
illuminate the ways in which writers frequently observe, yet also disturb, the convention of
'the closure of assurance'. These problems become particularly acute as the predicted age-
levels of the target-readership begin to rise, which they have done as the literature has

developed. The first texts I will consider (such as Dickinson's The Weathermonger) are

clearly 'for' children (as opposed to teenagers), in that they conform to the 'return-to-
normality closure'.188 Later works may seem more suitable for teenagers, particularly if they

more markedly take the theme and shape of the bildungsroman.

184jbid. p.130.

185ibid. p.129.

186ibid.p.130.

187See Nodelman, op.cit. p.19.

188Sarah Gilead 'Magic Abjured: Closure in Children's Fantasy Fiction' rpt. in Hunt ed. Literature for
Children: Contemporary Criticism, (London: Routledge, 1992) p.80.
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Babbitt!8? and Hunt!9° have both observed that too often the children's book (and here I am
once more using the term in the broadest sense, to include teenage novels) is so forcefully
resolved that it results in oversentimentality or naiveté. Both also suggest that a happy
ending is often inherently at odds with the tone of the preceding narrative, which I will in
future call the 'annexed' or 'subjoined' ending. 1 will argue that futuristic fiction for the
young often supplements the pessimistic vision of the dystopia with the inorganic addition
of hope in the narrative resolution, which means that the narrative is often damagingly at
odds with itself 191 I will use an exploration of the evolutionary metaphor to help to reveal
this imaginative inconsistency. This is a very real problem for the writer tackling the

'difficult’ subject matter of the dystopia. As Hunt suggests

The ambiguity of many modern teenage novels lies in...this clash between form and
content. The situations are serious, but the resolutions trivial, 192

Earnshaw's sardonic tone highlights the same point

True, there is usually a gleam of light at the end. A symbolic door creaks open, a fragile
rose flowers, or a last rocket takes off for Novo Anglia.193

For these reasons the ways in which authors attempt to suggest the hope of a better world

within the context of the dystopian novel particularly interest me.

Furthermore, some commentators have suggested that the happy ending has become a
reader expectation.!94 The 'established patterns' of children's books typically lead readers to
expect that a narrative 'will evolve in a defined, continuous way.'®5 Higonnet asserts that
children's writers tend not to deviate from the well-established narrative patterns, in which
answers or solutions are eventually supplied, and the narrative can therefore be expected to

result in a successful outcome to the hero's quest. The return home typically signifies a
q

1890p.cit. p.158.

150Hunt (1991) p.128.

191Brians, (1990) for example, labels these endings ‘facile resolutions' or 'bogus hopeful endings' when they
occur in post-nuclear fictions for teenagers. op.cit. p.137.

192Hunt op.cit. p. 131.

193Earnshaw (1983) p.239.

194See Nodelman (1987) p.19; Higonnet (1987) pp.37-39; Iskander (1987) p.12.

195Higonnet op.cit. p. 38.
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rounded adventure, in which the protagonist chooses his destiny, ultimately maintaining
some measure of control.196 Nodelman has also argued that these conventions of closure are
so 'characteristic of children's literature that many four-year-olds have already learned to
expect them. 97 The reader is likely to have firm expectations about how a narrative will
conclude, (that is, happily) and may well seek to load the text accordingly.198¢ When authors
violate these conventions, disrupting the reader's quest for unity in order to gain a particular
imaginative effect (for example, by using the unexpected unhappy ending to provoke the
reader into a recognition of the need to become actively involved, revolting against the
ideas presented in the book's world) the reader may be anticipated to 'try to make the
experience whole."? Writers may also try to violate readers' expectations (by using
suspense at the end of their stories, for instance,200 leaving what happens up to our
imagination in an unwritten conclusion, in which the story presented appears to be
somehow incomplete as it stands) in order to provoke the reader's own sense of moral

responsibility and a recognition of the need for moral action.

Higonnet points out that few children's texts display the adult text's‘tendency to present
more open, looser structures. If adult novelists employ these in the desire for the illusion of
naturalness and to create a sense of realism, children's writers by and large resist these
techniques. Higonnet observes that the children's writer particularly resists the 'phenomenon
of anti-closure,' in which the story ‘fizzles,' or in which the author suggests alternative
endings to stimulate the reader to action, in a search for new organising principles. Her
essay describes the rare use of narrative gaps or fragments used within certain children's
texts to 'conceal threatening material', by encouraging the child to explore difficulties at a

subconscious level. But, she says,

The most violent type of narrative rupture affects the conclusion itself. When the
conventions of narrative closure are violated, the reader cannot look for help from a
"next part." There are two obvious responses to a fragmentary or problematic close.
Readers may assume they have misread and reread the story in order to find the
signposts leading to this conclusion. Or they may assume they have read correctly and
extrapolate a further narrative that encompasses and gives meaning to the apparently

196See also Stephens (1992) p.127, who asserts post-disaster fiction produces 'strong thematic closure.'
1970p.cit. p.19.

198Higonnet op.cit. p37.

199jbid. p.39.

200ibid.pp.50-51.
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incomplete structure at hand, as an archaeologist reconstructs the pot from the sherd.
(p.47)

She suggests that the uncertainty of a 'dramatic, suspended conclusion, a true narrative
sherd'201 may be used to 'provoke responses' which reinforce the message that the implied

reader must act to rewrite the social world.

I am particularly interested in the extent to which children's dystopian novelists employ
sherd-like conclusions (in varying degrees) to disturb the 'unwritten law' of the closure of
reassurance, and I will consider the effect these endings may have on the preceding text.
The unwritten conclusion (in which we never really know what happens ultimately to the
teenage heroes, nor whether their quests for a better, alternative lifestyle will be satisfied) is
reasonably characteristic of the children's dystopia, but Higonnet notes that the violation of
narrative closure is extremely uncommon, even in young adult literature. She points to
Cormier's 'negative, seemingly hopeless conclusions' in which 'his brave and moral

protagonists generally fail - a striking violation of the conventions of adolescent literature.'

(p.49)

Cormier is an interesting case in point, because his failure to conform to the convention of
the happy ending has become so notorious. Like Higonnet, Iskander believes that Cormier
uses the 'shocking, unhappy, but quite realistic endings' to 'make his readers think long after
they have closed his novels.?92 'His books "argue" for moral responsibility far more
effectively than sermonising or stereotypical formulas of virtue automatically triumphant.'
(p18) He ironically calls upon the reader's expectations that moral order will ultimately be
re-established, and in so doing he issues a clear warning - 'all for the purpose of making the

reader move beyond the close of the novels to a new sense of personal responsibility.'203

In other words, Cormier is unusual in that he chooses to leave the reader to supply the
balancing view, reposing more trust in the reader than is common in writing for the young.

Not only does he empower his readers to actively make choices, but he presupposes young

201jbid. p.50.
202 S, Iskander 'Readers, Realism and Robert Cormier' Child.L 15 (1987) p.18.
203ibid. p. 17
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readers are capable of responding to irony, and are able to contrast the literal meaning of
the text and an alternate ironic meaning. In other words, his material asks (like the
admonitory 'adult' dystopia) for more unguided independence of response than most writers
for children traditionally accept. Often his books are rejected by adults204 (although notably
not by teenagers) as nihilistic, bleak, utterly hopeless and 'completely ruthless...and
frightening'205 because they fail to offer 'some affirmative message'296 within the text itself.
Many would concur with Brians' view that 'surely dark irony has no place in young people's
fiction.”207 I will show how few futuristic writers risk using the unequivocally unhappy
ending, but tend instead to use a relatively open ending to leave room for the possibility that

the hero will find or forge a better life elsewhere in an unwritten narrative future.

The questions Cormier's work raises are not simply a matter of an ethical duty to protect
young readers' idealism, but are also concerned with the predicted levels of reading
competence of young readers. Perhaps it is the case that the 'unwritten conventions' of
children's literature have emerged in the belief that it is simpler and safer to expect young
readers to endorse simple affirmations, and more demanding and dangerous to expect them
to respond to ironies and qualifications.2%8 Perhaps the 'formulaic happy endings' that
Nodelman observes are less concerned with ethical considerations, and more to do with an
attempt to organise the narrative so that the reader is asked ultimately to converge on the

dominant surface ideology or 'message' that the writer seeks to convey.209

The adult interpretations of Cormier's work testify to the dangers of a 'misreading' of irony.
Possibly authors feel that they are best able to exercise control over their moral meaning
(and over the responses of their target audience) by repudiating irony and by 'overcoding'
their narrative. This has significant implications in terms of the ending, which I will show is
often used, paradoxically, to produce strong thematic closure, finally blending the moral
questions and ideological paradoxes raised by the preceding dystopian framework into a

dominant, mandated single ideological meaning. I will demonstrate that, despite the

204See Landsberg (1988) p.74; Nilson, p.112.

205March-Penny cited by Iskander. op.cit. p.7

206 A. MacLeod 'Robert Cormier and the Adolescent Novel' CLE 12, No.2, (1981) pp.74-81.
207Brians, op.cit.p.145.

208See Iskander, op.cit. p.8

209See Nodelman (1981) pp.173-178. ; Gilead op.cit. p100.
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narrative's apparently open ending, most futuristic stories are (like their equivalent ‘adult’
pre-texts) ideologically closed, but that, in stark contrast with the 'adult' works, most
children's texts use the ending to directly articulate an attractive alternative to the

unattractive ideologies formerly presented.

Many commentators express the view that children's books should, of necessity, be 'simpler’
in construction, largely because of the perceived simplicity of children and their inability to

interpret subtlety. Warnock, for example, believes that

...there is no need to try to be clever in children's books...If a writer wants to convey a
message, he must do it straight out. Irony, ambiguity, vagueness of intention are all fatal,
as are efforts to shock or startle 210

Tucker?!! believes that works for the young are necessarily technically restricted. The need
for comprehensibility or 'accessibility' may mean simplification?!2 or may be seen as a
technical challenge.2!3 Adults may believe that few concessions should be made. Moss
observes, however, that works by Cormier and Garner,214 ‘which place considerable demand

on teenage readers, are 'innovative and experimental' and far from common. He continues

...the form of writing generally exemplified in fiction for children invites the reader to
accept that the author has expressed his or her personality in a unique vision...and that
the reader has direct access to that personality. Technique and structure are
backgrounded so that the message of the text is conveyed through an apparently
neutral or transparent medium which allows the utmost identification with the author's
intention... The majority of the fiction aimed at the teenage market is 'closed'; it aims to
deny ...plurality of meaning... Such texts assume a form of innocence, especially about
the medium of language, on behalf of the reader who is invited to accept, without
question, an established relationship between signifier and signified. 215

In short, there is a widespread assumption that children's books must be ‘closed texts' in

which the 'writer has attempted to do all the work for the reader, to limit the possibilities of

210Mary Warnock 'Escape into Childhood' New Society(May 13th, 1971) p.823

211cited by Hunt (1991)p.44.

212See Hunt ibid. p.45.

213See Walsh (1977) op.cit.

2148ee, for example, Robert Cormier After the First Death (New York:Pantheon, 1979) and Alan Garner
Red Shift (London: William Collins and Co. Ltd., 1973)

215¢ited Hunt (1992) p.45.
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interpretation, to heavily guide understanding.'216 Hunt points out that the attempt to
control the narrative is a simplistic notion, which 'real' reader research, such as that
conducted by the Cragos, has begun to uncover.217 Benton's research?!® has shown that in

fact children are far more competent at handling texts than is usually assumed.

The fierce debate over Cormier's work usefully illustrates the oversimplification to which
the criticism of children's literature is prone. The question as to whether Cormier's novels
are nihilistic or optimistic ultimately depends upon the reader's interpretation and whether
we 'move our attention away from an exclusive focus on content and plot and turn it also to

observe the position of the reader in the text' 219

The debate has hinged upon disagreements over what is regarded by the critics to be the
'right' or 'most successful' reading. Many issues underlie this debate, but for my present
purposes I would like to pick out two. The first is to signal my awareness of the complex
ways in which fiction and its medium, language, work, which in turn have particular
implications for critical understandings of how a book's didacticism and ideology may be
carried. Often too much emphasis is placed on what children read, rather than how it might
be read. The second and related point is to question the assumption held by many critics
that there is a single 'right' reading of a text which will be common to all skilled readers. A

brief discussion of both these points is necessary to illuminate my own critical position.

Because of the obvious power relationship between adult writer and child reader,
discussions ‘focused upon ideology have tended to be polemic,??° to address specific issues
such as censorship,22! or, as in the debate on Cormier's work, have covertly underpinned the
comments being made. Theoretical explorations in the field have only advanced significantly
in the last decade, although most people now agree it is impossible to write an ideologically

neutral text. Sutherland,222 writing in 1985, was only just beginning to throw light upon the

216Hunt (1991) p.81.

217ibid. p.127.

218jbid.p.48.

219Wilkie (1995) op.cit p. 7

220Hunt (1992) p.18. See Inglis (1981); Dixon (1977).

221See Hamida Bosmajian, (1987); Jessica Yates (1980) pp.180-191

222Robert Sutherland 'Hidden Persuaders: Political Ideologies in Literature' CLE 16, No.3 (1985)pp.143-
157.
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complexity of the issues. He argued that even the most simple children's book inescapably

embodied its author's ideology or values, which he broadly defined as

a set of views and assumptions regarding such things as "human nature," social
organisation and norms of behavior, moral principles, questions of good and evil, right
and wrong, and what is important in life... (p.143)

These, he said, may be expressed 'consciously or unconsciously, openly or indirectly' (p143),
but because no writer can avoid making decisions about selecting what does and does not
go into a book, and about the narrative organisation they will use 'to illustrate their themes'
and point their morals, then all fiction is unavoidably political, and 'potentially persuasive.'
(p.144). Sutherland's work is important in that it established a broader definition of politics
than was commonly recognised, allowing for a deeper recognition of the diverse modes of
persuasion different texts exhibit. Sutherland's classificatory system for the ways in which
ideologies are expressed has been surpassed, but provides useful short-hand (if simplistic

and not entirely discrete) statements which allow me to generalise about the futuristic texts

I intend to discuss.

Firstly, Sutherland describes the 'politics of advocacy,' in which authors plead for a specific
cause or set of values, which may be abstract and largely conservative (expressing what I
described earlier as the 'central tenets of children's literature'), such as 'loyalty, courage,
fortitude, sharing, tolerance of eccentricity, friendship, optimism..and being content with
one's lot.' (p.146) It may, Sutherland recognises, also present a corpus of more radical
values (in Lenz's sense, for example), as the search for a new myth, along, say, feminist or
ecological lines. He stresses that the politics of advocacy are active, conscious attempts to

persuade readers of ‘what ought to be' (p.147)

I am interested in the ways in which writers use the dystopian form to raise hope by
inducing 'admiration and éxtolling certain values as virtues' (p.146) when their chosen form
essentially relies upon what Sutherland describes as 'the closely allied... politics of attack...
[which] may range from the gentlest ironic satire to the bitterest invective.' (p.147) The
ideological principles that the author intends to advocate remain unstated or 'implicit’
(p.147) and readers are required to 'draw their own conclusions'. (p.151) Like other
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commentators, Sutherland recognises that 'irony and satire are effective only when they are

recognised as such' (p.151) and observes that

it may be that the politics of attack tends to be expressed less openly and viciously in
children's literature than it is in literature written for adults. Attacks as direct and
bitterly edged as those of ..Jonathan Swift...are not commonly encountered in
literature for children. Also in children's literature there seems to be relatively little
attack of a topical sort. (p.150)

This is interesting in that it emphasises the unusual nature of dystopian literature for the

young.

Sutherland's final category ,'the politics of assent,' suggests that texts may reveal writers'
unconscious assumptions about how things are, rather than about how things ought, or
ought not, to be. These are likely to be consensus views, shared by authors and most

readers alike, and largely invisible as a result.

Hollindale's theoretical work in this area??3 has considerably advanced Sutherland's early
explorations, particularly in terms of the critical implications and qu.estions his complex
view of ideology raises. To summarise ruthlessly, he argues that ideology may be carried in
three ways. The first is via the 'surface ideology', the 'conspicuous or explicit social,
political or moral beliefs recommended by a writer' deliberately and 'pointedly.' His work is
important in that he extends Sutherland's emphasis on 'politics' to encompass 'didacticism.'
He suggests that on the level of surface ideology didacticism can be accomplished in various
ways, from simply telling readers what to think by heavily coding one's ideological
explicitness intrusively, 'which is usually achieved at the cost of imaginative depth', or by

trusting to literary organisation to achieve a moral effect.

The term 'didactic function' needs recognising and re-evaluating for my purposes. For the
purposes of the thesis I will take the term to mean 'the desire to inculcate a moral lesson,'224

It is habitually used by critics to exclude literary features 225 but as a critical concept,

223peter Hollindale 'Ideology and the Children's Book' Signal 55 (Jan.1988) pp.3-22.
224william Golding 'Fable' in The Cool Web ed. Meek et al. (1977) p.197.

225See Townsend, (1969); Molson (1977)p.204; Donelson (1980)p.60; Engdahl (1980) p.45; Garner cited
by Chambers (1980)p.197.
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didacticism can be more than just a label for the complacent illustration of a moral truism in
writing of low literary merit. It may be accomplished in ways which are not so obtrusive and
disruptive of the fictional world, with the writer trusting to the reader's intelligence (with

the result it can, of course, be misunderstood).

Hollindale also traces a 'passive ideology,' or a writer's 'unexamined assumptions.' Thus it
becomes 'impossible to confine ideology to a writer's conscious intentions or articulated
messages, and necessary to accept that all children's literature is inescapably didactic.' (p.12)
This definition firmly establishes the writer as an educator, even if the role is inadvertently

adopted.

Furthermore, Hollindale's work recognises that the conscious surface ideology and the
passive ideology may well be at odds with each other, and that writers may well contradict
their text's 'official' ideas by their unconscious assumptions. This holds particular relevance
for my work. It means that Ure, for example, may well claim to eliminate her ‘jaundiced
view of the world', but her 'real' beliefs are likely to emerge at deeper imaginative levels (in
her convictions about the reality of 'human nature', for example). Moreover, the frequency
with which writers conform to the 'unwritten law' of the happy ending, or tend to feel the
need to provide a balanced view within the book, rather than leave it implicit?26 means that
the ideology expressed in the dystopian narrative is often at odds with the surface ideology
expressed by the happy or improving ending. I will document” how futuristic fiction for

children is often characterised by conflicting ideological 'messages' operating within the text.

Some commentators have seen this ideological fracture as a serious flaw in futuristic fiction

for the young. Pattow, for instance, has observed

It is one thing to present unreconciled ambiguities - often the aim of a mature writer -
and quite another to offer the reader unreconciled thematic contradictions, often the
sign of either an immature or an insincere writer, 227

226See Hilary Crew (1988) p.81.
227 Donald J. Pattow (1977)p.156.
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Similarly Stephens finds much post-holocaust literature 'simplistic and false' 'because it takes

the form of an heroic narrative moving toward an optimistic outcome.' 228

It is important to emphasise the difficulties that are presented by the pressure to conform to
a happy ending or to make at least some degree of reassurance available within the text
itself. Bond outlines the tactical dilemmas facing the children's writer who chooses to work

with 'taboo' material in the field of human rights. To writers who

...have nailed their colours to the mast of consciousness-raising there are considerable
challenges...They may have to lead young readers into dark and disturbing / areas of
human experience, yet they have a responsibility to leave those readers at the end, not
with a crushing burden of despair, but with a sense of hope.22°

Bond finds as a result that many books about these issues have 'contrived happy endings

which..will not do, on a human or a literary level.'

In other words these texts have not proved capable of resolving their artistic difficulties.

They have not achieved the wholeness of imaginative engagement and the profound levels

of cohesion required by literature.

In addition, if the ending reveals a lack of trust in the reader, then one of the key questions
facing futuristic fiction must be how can writers create a medium (the narrative
organisation) which does not contradict the 'message'? How can writers take their
ideological commitment to encourage children to think seriously without contradicting that
impulse in the way they handle their narratives, particularly given the perceived need to
'guide' the young reader? In the remaining chapters I want to explore the spectrum of

authorial strategies used to minimise these substantial problems.

These problems are complicated further because, as Hollindale emphasises, the reader plays
a key role in the construction of any text's ideology: 'ideology is not something which is

transferred to children as if they were empty receptacles. It is something which they already

228 John Stephens (1992) p.126.
229Gwenda Bond. op.cit. p.52.
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possess.' 230 To see fiction as a largely uncontrollable process, with 'a force of its own which
is not under fully conscious control' and 'simply uncommandable' as Jill Paton Walsh sees
it231 means we 'cannot assume that easy transformations can be made by humanely open-
minded critical inquiry?32 Instead, books may well produce 'unexpected results,’ quite
contrary to authorial intention. Hollindale cautions against a belief in the effectiveness of
'much over-confident surface didacticism' which is only likely to preach to the converted.
The problems of changing the reader's habitual disposition, however slightly, or of shading
the corporately understood meanings of our 'interpretative community"233 are enormous. A
literature which hopes to teach for change, as I believe futuristic fiction for children does,

faces considerable challenges as a result.

These recent theories of ideology owe a great deal to the implications of recent literary
theory, particularly the 'patently obvious position of necessary plurality of meaning and
response.'234 The reorientation of literary research (as displayed by Higonnet) which moves
the centre of interest away from the work itself and towards a new centre of interest (the
relationship between book and reader) has been a particularly potent-.idea for children's
literature. Literary theory has helped us to recognise that the book is like a musical score,
whose value depends upon what the musicians make of it. Most importantly, the business of
interpretation is no longer reserved for ‘experts', but is the province of lay-people, including,
of course, children themselves 235 This leads to the idea that there are as many books as
there are readers, which is why I shall talk of 'preferred' and available readings when I aim

to investigate the sort of reader the text itself tries to create.

An appreciation of the implications of literary theory and the complex ways in which texts
work is beginning to erode what Hunt has termed the 'unfortunate divisions' between so-
called 'child-people' and 'book-people’ 236 As Hollindale's article discusses, particularly

because of the formative nature of children's books, the criteria against which children's

230Hollindale (1988) p.17.

231Walsh, op.cit. p.33

232Hollindale, (1988)p.17.

233Stanley Fish cited by Chambers (1983) p.52.
234Hunt(1990)p.3.

235ibid.p.10.

236ibid. p3.
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books should be judged is hotly debated. Much publicised arguments have arisen between
those whose critical priorities rest with the perceived needs of the child reader (whom
Townsend described as 'child-people,) and those whose priorities rest mainly with the
literary artefact (Townsend's 'book-people’). Hollindale's work on ideology contributes
significantly to our understanding how, owing to the inescapably didactic nature of all
fiction, these priorities are simply that, a question of emphasis rather than principle. That

Townsend never intended a stark division is clear. He believes that

...different standards can co-exist within the mind of the same person at the same
time... because we care about both books and children, book-centred and child-centred

views are all jumbled together in our heads...It is easy for mental sideslips to occur...
237

The questions of educational philosophy, ideology and aesthetics raised by children's
literature are inseparable. In an earlier article Hollindale noted that literary theory's
contributions to our understanding of the complexity of the reading process '...prompts
questions of immediate concern to the literary critic and educator alike,' making it

increasingly impossible to separate the 'writer as educator' from the ‘writer as literary

artist.'238

Because the literature produced for children is typically highly conscious of the inequality
between adult author and intended child audience the reading contract is often forefronted
in the text and needs to be taken into account by criticism. So, although my own critical
priorities lie with the text, I do have some notion of an imaginary young reader in mind, the

one implied by the text,23° which must have some bearing on my critical approach.

My work also responds to the general shift of emphasis toward a critical interest in the
relationship between reader and text. Like Higonnet, I intend to focus on the ways in which
writers structure their material to consciously pro;/oke a particular response for an imagined
young audience. Because I believe that a single response is highly unlikely, I will attempt to

outline a spectrum of probable readings which a particular text makes available.

237 'Standards of Criticism for Children's Literature' p.63.
238'Second Impression' p.7.
239See Chambers 'The Reader in the Book'
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Furthermore, I believe that some authors, too, have responded to the issue of plurality of
meaning and response, often, as far as one can tell, deliberately constructing several possible
interpretations to overcome the problem that the dystopian form asks for more unguided
independence of response than most writers for children traditionally accept. I will term one
the 'preferred' reading, which I believe implies a sophisticated reader who is capable of
recognising irony and satire. I have discovered, however, that many writers often construct
another more heavily coded or more literal reading, which seems designed to act as a 'safety
net' for naive, more literal readers who miss the preferred reading. During my discussion of

some individual texts I will refer to this as the 'naive' or 'probable’ reading.

I will now turn to briefly outline some recent developments in the world of children's
literature which seem likely to have had some bearing on authors' decisions to turn to the
dystopian form in recent years. In the late 1960s what has been typically hailed as a 'new'
category of fiction emerged, which has been known variously as the 'teenage, adolescent or
young adult' novel.24 It has generally been marked by 'taboo-breaking realism4! and a
disposition to employ subject-matter which would traditionally seem 'unsuitable' for younger
readers. Ray?#2 connects this with changing publishing circumstances. She suggests that
until publishing houses began to distinguish adolescent fiction from books for younger
children, writers could not feel free to tackle new themes for a teenage readership.243
Imprints, such as Bodley Head's New Adults' label24 (which emerged in 1969) started to
segregate the material intended for adolescents from the children's lists, and 'gatekeepers'

(such as children's librarians) could readily identify material which might offend the

guardians of younger children.245

From the 1970s teenage novels were produced in huge numbers, often tackling such
'relevant' or 'contemporary246 themes as sex, drugs, abortions, suicide, rape and divorce.

Many were characterised by the dispirited tone of Salinger's Catcher in the Rye, and

240peter Hollindale 'The Adolescent Novel of Ideas' CLE (1995) p.84.

241jbid.p.84. See also Donelson, p.62.

242Sheila Ray 'The Development of the Teenage Novel' in ed. J. Foster Reluctant to Read (London: Ward
Lock Educational, 1977)pp.46-63.

243See also S. Engdahl ‘Do Teenage Novels Fulfil a Need?' pp.41-48.

244See Elaine Moss 'The Seventies in British Children's Books' pp.60-62.

245See E. Mace 'Books and the Young' Growing Point 19 No.1 (May 1980) p.3,690.

246See Ray op.cit; Townsend "How Young is an Adult?' in Written for Children (1974) pp.291-297.

46



displayed an aggression or cynicism unusual in the children's book world. The prevalence of
sensational themes, which have predictably raised considerable controversy under the
'suitability’ banner,247 often draws critical attention away from more serious teenage
novelists, who use their fiction to tackle overtly political themes, and to confront searching

issues surrounding questions of authority, morality, human rights, the individual and society.

So far my discussion has used the broad term 'children's literature' to outline some general
principles which are commonly thought to underlie any literature for a non-peer audience. I
have suggested that many adults believe that the higher the age-level of the predicted
audience, the more possible it is to tackle increasingly 'taboo' themes and issues, to offer
more sophisticated ideas, and to make available more subtle and complex forms of
narration. Many adults see adolescents as an entirely different species of reader from the
pre-teen reader, or at least having different needs and interests.248 In short, many teenage
writers claim, like Hentoff, that 'there is no need to be self-limiting in teenage novels,'24°
although the 'gatekeepers' (publishers and buyers, for example) may well insist that writers

observe the 'unwritten laws' of children's literature to some degree.250

Most of the futuristic novels that I intend to consider can usefully be thought of as teenage

novels (apart from the earliest works, such as The Weathermonger). I believe they are an

important, but much neglected part of the phenomenon of teenage fiction, which answers

...in part to a social phenomenon which has won plenty of attention this century: the
fore-shortening of childhood, earlier physical maturity, and the virtual coming to be of
a two-phase adolescence, where the 'preadult' (roughly from ten to thirteen) precedes
the 'young adult' (fourteen until the age of leaving school).25!

The literature I will consider typically implies, in my view, a reader from one of these two

stages of adolescence (although of course, books may well in fact be read by a much

younger audience).

247See Brians. p.133.

248See Chambers 'Alive and Flourishing: a Personal View of Teenage Literature' in ed. Kennerley Teenage
Reading (London: Ward Lock,1979)p.22.; J.Rowe Townsend, op.cit. p. 291.

249Nat Hentoff 'Fiction for Teenagers', p.405.

250Seec Westall (1979)p.35; Hentoff op.cit. p400.

251Hollindale (1995) p.84.
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The existence of a specific literature for teenagers rests upon some fundamental
assumptions about the nature of adolescence, which is, like childhood, beset with
contradictions 252 Definitions of adolescence vary considerably. 253 Certain literary themes
are commonly regarded as appropriate, or of particular interest to teenagers. Some may
view teenagers as having a specific outlook on life (usually basically idealistic and

optimistic, but also newly aware of the hard truths of existence).254

Insofar as I perceive the implied audience of dystopian fiction for the young to be, in
general terms, a teenager, it is necessary to outline the assumptions that I make when I am
using the term. Firstly, I believe that futuristic fiction implies a generation which has a
tendency to inquire about huge social and political issues and to experiment with abstract,
conjectural thought.255 Many commentators see modern teenagers in this light, being 'more
mature in their interests than those of former generations5¢. Egoff and others have
accounted for the teenager's fascination with science fiction in this way, by arguing that
science fiction is the only literary form which obviously makes large statements about the

nature of our time.257 I see futuristic fiction as an attempt to address these interests.

Secondly, I see teenagers as being characterised by a tendency to ‘see the world with a more
questioning eye.'?58 They are at a point of transition themselves, poised between childhood
and adult life, and in this sense are perhaps best situated to adapt to change and to be
capable of a receptivity to new ideas and modes of perception. Theorists point to their
desire to develop an emergent ideology.2® They are predictably less fixed in their beliefs
than adults, whilst sufficiently intellectually confident to think independently, and have

moved away from child-like solipsism and narcissism. Most importantly, they are predicted

252Susan Thomson 'Images of Adolescence' Signal 34 (1981)p38.

253See David Russell 'The Common Experience of Adolescence' Journal of Youth Services (1988) pp.58-63.
254See C. Boddy (1991) p.11.

255See Egoff 'Science Fiction' p.391.

256Engdahl, 'Perspective on the Future' p.426.

257Egoff, ibid. p.388.

258Thomson, op.cit. p.39.

259See Russell, op.cit., Thomson, op.cit. Hollindale (1995) p.86.
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to have a passion for moral idealism 260 Many teenage writers rationalise their decision to

address teenagers in precisely these terms. Brinsmead, for example, writes

The young ones are the relevant people today... It's no use writing about hope for us
oldies; we've already lost the glorious fight, and cheerfully, too 26!

Swindells, defending his post-nuclear teenage dystopia Brother in the Land, similarly argued

that it is too late to expect adults to be capable of the radical changes necessary to halt

nuclear madness,262

Teenagers may be anticipated to possess a higher level of emotional tolerance than
children.263 Their cognitive development may imply a capacity for sophistication not only in
terms of the complexity of the ideas they can be expected to handle, but also in terms of
their skills as readers. The emergence of teenage literature made room for experimental and

demanding texts like Breaktime and Red Shift. Although these texts are rarities?¢* and the

teenage novel typically places significantly lower demands on its reader, teenage literature
may reveal a tendency for authors (such as Hamilton, Le Guin, Dickinson, Mark) to raise

the anticipated levels of maturity, education and intellectual competence to serve the needs

of a 'young adult' audience.

Wolf's assumptions about teenagers and young adults are of particular relevance to my
study. Analysing the displacement of myth in novels for the young, she describes how books
for younger adolescents may 'move toward the demonic, but not until Lord of the Flies,

which is clearly an adolescent novel, does the demonic prevail.' (p.63)

In other words, she assumes that Golding's irony, in which Paradise is lost and not regained,
is only suitable for, or implies, a young adult audience. (Incidentally, other commentators

feel that Golding's novel is not 'for' young people in any sense.) Wolf regards the

260See Boyer (1989) p.98; Iskander (1987) p.18.
261H. Brinsmead in Townsend ed. A Sense of Story (1971)p.46.
262R .Swindells in M. Rosen ed. Treasure Islands (1993) p.122.

263See Iskander, op.cit. p.8.; Wolf op.cit. pp. 60-62; Brians op.cit. p. 136.
264Hunt (1992) p. 45.
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adolescent's ability to respond to the ironic mode and to tolerate pessimism as a key factor

by which to determine to which developmental stage a book is truly suited.

Distance between readers and characters, the essential feature for enjoyment of irony,
is [in Lord of the Flies] necessary for understanding the book. Young children, of
course, identify with rather than distance themselves from characters. The capability for

such distance is usually a feature of adolescents' cognitive development as they
approach their twenties... (p.62)

As I will show, few futuristic novels approach these levels of irony and pessimism, but the

levels they do achieve, and the themes they tackle, suggest a teenage audience.

My discussion throughout this chapter has drawn upon commentary about teenage novels
as well as preteen books, to underline that there is still intense pressure on an author to
present hope for any young readership. Teenage writers must try to achieve their art within

the confines of the technical and moral constraints of their awareness of this special

audience,265

I have attempted to sketch the pressures which are brought to bear on the children's novelist
to highlight the difficulties which the dystopian form presents to these writers. As I
suggested in the Introduction, futuristic literature produced for the young often lacks
imaginative cohesion, and I intend to approach the huge diversity of futuristic fiction from a
particular and original standpoint. I will demonstrate that the bulk of teenage futuristic
writing adopts the literary form of the dystopia, by projecting 'realism into the near-
future.'266 At a surface level these fictions invariably raise questions of a political and social
nature, much in the manner of Huxley or Orwell. I will assert that, more like Golding,
consciously or subconsciously, teenage writers frequently attribute their dystopian scenarios
to fundamental flaws in human nature itself, thus raising searching questions about the
biological reality of our species, prompting us to ask just how humanity and human
behaviour integrate into the universal pattern of existence. I will use an exploration of the

evolutionary metaphor which underlies these futuristic works to reveal this (often

265See Donelson (1980) p.63.; Ray (1977) p.20: both feel writers have a responsibility to protect youngsters

to some degree. See also Eleanor Cameron 'MacLuhan, Youth & Literature' Horn Book 49 (Feb. 1973)
pp.79-85

266R. Scholes (1975) p.71.
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submerged) agenda. I will argue that at deep imaginative levels these future visions are thus
perceived as a biological problem, which leads writers to an imaginative dependence on
evolutionary thought. Some writers clearly focus their stories upon this context of ideas,
most particularly in the texts I discuss in Chapter S. In the next three chapters I will develop
my central thesis: that the tactical dilemmas facing authors are exacerbated by the
presentation of the evolutionary mechanism that the dystopian form demands or at least
implies. I will argue that the ways in which teenage novelists often seek to leave room for a
hopeful interpretation of the book, particularly in the resolution and the transformation of
the teenage hero, often seem naive and simplistically conceived because they contradict the
author's deeper fears about human nature itself, and their 'real' belief that physical

development and moral evolution are likely to diverge in future.

In Chapter 2 I will introduce these ideas by considering Wyndham's use of the futuristic
mutation novel. In Chapters 3 and 4 I will consider the view of the evolutionary mechanism
underpinning the dystopian writing of Huxley, Orwell and Golding. In Chapter 5 I will
discuss a different view of the evolutionary process, exemplified by Le Guin. It seems

necessary at this stage, however, to outline my key understandings of evolutionary thought.

Darwin's The Descent of Man has inspired a spectrum of imaginative responses since its

inception. Its principles have indelibly entered our culture as part of our imaginative
vocabulary and writers often co-opt its imagery. It is one of the key scientific changes I
alluded to earlier, and its impact has deeply affected our view of ourselves.267 In scientific
terms evolution is used to explain the process by which simple organisms gradually develop
into more complex ones, each more suitably adapted to prevailing environmental conditions
than its predecessor. It is generally accepted that the ultimate survival of a new form is

determined by an effect known as natural selection, or the 'survival of the fittest.'

There are two classical theories of evolution. Orthodox Darwinian theory sees evolution
operating through the natural selection of inheritable variation. Darwin envisaged evolution

as a smooth slide of gradual change. Scientists such as Bateson (1861-1926) and de Vries

267See R. Scholes op.cit. p.35.; Syal (1995) p.8.
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(1848-1935) challenged Darwin's idea of gradual development, suggesting that evolution
was mediated through sudden, spontaneous, unpredictable and dramatic changes. But for
both theories, the crucial principle of natural selection remains sound. Natural selection acts

upon variation on many levels, crucially allowing populations to 'keep up with' possible

environmental change.

In one sense evolution is a massively wasteful process, because of its hit-and-miss
dependence upon variation, a phenomenon which S J Gould2¢® has termed 'creative waste.'
Natural selection has no purpose in mind, no direction in which it is travelling. It entirely
relies upon chance, reacting opportunistically, for example, to changes in the environment,
or seizing blindly upon the chance occurrence of random genetic change. It cannot predict

future development, but only act upon present circumstances.

Therefore the correct depiction of evolution in scientific terms is not linear and upwards,
like a ladder. The totality of evolutionary pathways may be better imagined as a bush with
many branches, with free 'decisions' at each branching point. The dependence on chance is
often seen as a 'cosmic game of dice.'269 This is an uncomfortable notion, undermining the

misconception that there is an inevitable 'ascent' in evolution, a false assumption which is

probably the dominant one about evolution.

In scientific terms, evolution is simply a measure of biological success and can only be used
metaphorically when applied to questions of morality. Most frequently to the non-scientist
'the survival of the fittest' (the competition for scant resources) is taken to mean that
survival results in the stark choice: eat or be eaten. Writers draw on this as a moral analogy
which expresses their fears that evolution works on the level of the individual and actually
selects for the most ruthless, aggressive, selfish individuals who are those most 'fit' to
compete and survive.270 The species is then seen to be guided by this process, for those
individuals are the ones that live to pass on their genes, whilst individuals displaying

desirable moral characteristics are physically weak, or by moral analogy are less prepared to

268S, J. Gould Eight Little Piggies (London: Jonathan Cape, 1993)
269 J Monod Chance and Necessity (New York: Knopf,1971. Rpt. London:Collins,1972) p.122.
270See Greenleaf (1992) p.50.
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display aggression and impose their will, and thus lose the race for survival. Society evolves
accordingly, the precepts of social Darwinism are often used to justify a society built on
self-interest. Although writers may suggest two ways of viewing human nature within this

context, the morally laudable version of humanity will seem a fragile concept.

This view of evolution readily suggests that aggression (in a nature 'red in tooth and claw’)
is the sole or predominant driving force behind the evolutionary mechanism and views the
expression of violence as inevitable. This typically generates a pessimistic vision of human
nature itself, which is constantly attempting to move in the direction of aggression and
moral decline. It may allow that humans have developed rational thought, thereby
permitting themselves to overcome the natural instincts of their evolutionary inheritance by
creating systems of morality to keep the natural instinct for aggression in check, but these
systems are always viewed as external, artificially imposed constraints which are in conflict
with the individual's urge to succeed at all costs. In short, we have to be forced to display
the morally desirable characteristics of co-operation, and Darwinism is taken to mean that
qualities like love and altruism are, in nature, unreal. Imposed taboos are the sole means of

preventing anti-social action and the deterioration into anarchy.

But this is not the only story that evolution offers, nor even the most plausible, although it is
the one most people have become inclined to believe. Revisions of evolutionary theory are
beginning to emerge, allowing radical readings of the way in which evolution works 271
Evolution is not looking to select out 'weak' individuals. It is in fact a very stable
mechanism, because, as long as the environment is stable, those species which have survived
are actually already well-adapted, so there is no need for change 22 Furthermore, from an
evolutionary viewpoint many species (such as the merekat) have survived because they have

actively evolved social structures which allow them to co-operate and avoid, not confront,

predators.

This model of evolution offers a valuable moral analogy for the contemporary children's

writer, because it allows a way of seeing life in which the natural characteristic is one of co-

271See Syal (1996); Sambell (1995) p.35.
2728ee Meeker (1972) p.33; Gould (1993) pp.275-283.
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operation. Kindness is perceived to be inherent because it has survival value : social
necessity and individual needs do not conflict. It conceives an optimistic view of human
nature in which the re-evaluation of morally desirable qualities is a very real possibility. It is,
however, curiously neglected by most contemporary teenage novelists, or it is an

imaginative version of evolution which is annexed to a text which has predominantly

forwarded a different view.

This version does not deny the potential for human aggression, but it does not assert that
humans displaying aggression are necessary victims of the failure of the moral imagination.
In this context the expression of necessary violence - the desire to protect one's young or
one's social group, for example - is seen as an extension of a completely different nurturant
characteristic. It is only sufficient to drive back a perceived threat, not the pathological

expression of inherent violence or the eruption of the 'beast within'.273

The case for such a view of evolution - and, by analogy, the view of human nature it implies
- is made by the acclaimed evolutionist Stephen Jay Gould in his essay '10,000 Acts of

Kindness'. He argues persuasively against the prevalent view that people are intrinsically

aggressive

Many of us have the impression that daily life is an unending series of unpleasantnesses
- that fifty percent or more of human encounters are stressful or aggressive. But think
about it seriously for a moment. Such levels of nastiness cannot possibly be sustained.

(p.280)

Because evolution is a stable mechanism, by analogy

...social stability rules nearly all the time and must be based on an overwhelmingly
predominant (but tragically ignored) frequency of genial acts.. geniality is therefore our
usual and preferred response nearly all the time. (p.282)

Gould proposes a second, more 'realistic' version of human nature based upon kindness and

the ordinary, whose immense power in evolutionary terms is frequently overlooked.

Furthermore Gould observes:

273See Woodward 'On Aggression' in Rabkin ed. No Place Else (1983) pp.199-224.
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If I felt that humans were nasty by nature I would just say, the hell with it. We get what
we deserve, or what evolution has left us as a legacy. But the centre of human nature is
rooted in ten thousand ordinary acts of kindness that define our days..In some deep
sense, we do not get what we deserve. The solution to our woes lies not in overcoming
our "nature" but in...allowing our ordinary propensities to direct our lives. (p.282)

This view chimes readily with the central cores of meaning of children's literature. What is
curious is that so few futuristic children's writers have used future fictional time to 'put the

commonplace in the driver's seat of history.' (p.283)

In the remaining chapters I will argue that many children's writers attempt to allow their
morally laudable child-characters to survive, attempting to suggest that they can form what
amounts to a new, improved species, thus reconceptualising human nature, but that the
dystopian framework in which their characters are cast resists the politics of advocacy
presented in these terms. In Chapter 2 I will compare Wyndham's work with neo-primitive
children's texts, to establish how children's writers often raise daunting questions about the
human species, and speculate why most become attracted to the fully dystopian form, in

which transformation becomes logically impossible within the narrative itself.
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CHAPTER 2

ESTABLISHING THE TREND FOR PLAUSIBILITY AND PESSIMISM:
REVISING THE CHRYSALIDS' VIEW OF EVOLUTION AND NECESSITY
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The two earliest examples of this type of anxiety fantasy appeared in the form of trilogies:
Peter Dickinson's 'Changes' trilogy! and John Christopher's 'Sword' trilogy.? These trilogies
became the first in a rapidly lengthening list of post-catastrophe narratives for children in
which, owing to some cataclysmic event, humanity is predicted to become considerably /ess
civilised in the future3 In each story, the future is imaginatively conceived as a pre-
industrial past, a time in which science has not yet created the social, moral and political
complexities of modern existence. Each predicts simpler, smaller communities based upon

farming or hunting. Man is shown, therefore, to rely heavily upon the natural environment.

This is not presented, however, as a symbolic return to nature as envisaged by exponents of
the green 'limits to growth' ideology which was becoming entrenched in the popular
consciousness of the time.# There is little evidence of nostalgic optimism in the simpler
futures which children's writers envisaged. While it would seem that any pre-industrial era
could logically develop in the far-future as a result of the destruction of scientific thought,
all the narratives depict the feudalism of the Dark Ages. In all but the 'Sword' trilogy, the
positive elements of the feudal ethos are entirely ignored. Life is predicted to become harsh,
brutish and violent. Humanity is represented as regressing to a bitter struggle for sheer
survival. Superstition, intolerance, ignorance and fear are rife. Small-scale communities

become easy prey for brutal, tyrannical leaders.

The consistency of this predictive imaginative strategy suggests that such neo-primitivism is

a variation on The Chrysalids’ sinister, viciously intolerant and bigoted Post-Tribulation

society.S In this chapter I will document examples of these books and contrast their

narrative strategies, particularly in their denouements, with those used by Wyndham. I will

1The Weathermonger (London: Victor Gollancz, 1969. Rpt. Harmondsworth:Puffin, 1983); Heartsease
(London: Victor Gollancz, 1969, rpt. Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1985); The Devil's Children (London: Victor
Gollancz, 1970. rpt. Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1986).

2The Prince in Waiting (Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1970. rpt. 1984); Beyond the Burning Lands
(Harmondsworth: Puffin, 1971. rpt. 1984); The Sword of the Spirits (Harmondsworth: Puffin,1972. Rpt.
1981).

3 See Glazer, J. (1986) p.283 who observes Christopher's world is 'primitive’ and 'ignorant'.

4See, for example, E.F.Schumacher Small is Beautiful (London: Abacus,1974), soon a best-selling book.
5John Wyndham The Chrysalids (London: Michael Joseph, 1955. Rpt. Penguin, 1978)

6See Peter Hollindale Choosing Books for Children p.100, who states ‘this is a book which I believe has
exerted a powerful and benign effect on children's fiction.'
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particularly focus upon Wyndham's use of evolutionary thought, outlining the narrative
strategies it offers, especially its capacity to ultimatelylprovide hope whilst simultaneously
recognising the painful truth of the human capacity for bigotry, intolerance and aggression.
As a mutation novel The Chrysalids remains entirely optimistic that evolution will result in
future biological changes which will ensure the moral improvement of humanity. Wyndham
accomplishes this by making the morally desirable species physically superior, and by
presenting an evolution that primarily acts upon populations rather than individuals. In this
way he can show evolution moving in the same direction as moral progress. Children's
writers, however, appear compelled to modify Wyndham's apprehension of future human
evolution in interesting ways. Almost without exception they seem disposed to suggest that
evolution is likely to move in a different direction from the path taken by moral progress.
Whereas Wyndham ultimately emphasises the positive aspects of his futuristic vision,
children's writers have tended to use the neo-primitive scenario to raise daunting fears about

human nature, which their narrative resolutions do little to allay.

In all his major novels Wyndham was preoccupied with the logical possibility that man's
supremacy over other living creatures may abruptly end when a lower organism makes a
huge step in evolutionary terms. His writing was thus based upon the mutational theory of
evolution. He worked within the tradition of the catastrophe novel, which envisaged severe
future afflictions facing mankind. The theme of his novels is deceptively simple: the status-
quo is overthrown dramatically by some hitherto unanticipated development, and the story

follows a group of ordinary people struggling to confront or live with the upheaval.

Wyndham mainly grappled with the psychological possibilities of his heroes' struggles. His

earlier narratives were fuelled by the interest in human behaviour when a character attempts

to survive the mutated monster (The Kraken Wakes, The Day of the Triffids.) Already in
these works the crisis facing mankind is to choose between survival or extinction, yet in
these books Wyndham allows man to survive in the interests of the human evolutionary
status-quo. The problems of future survival are presented in simple physical and absolute
terms: as a species competing with man both the Triffids and the Kraken are nothing but

monsters. They must be destroyed if man is to survive at all. Man's choice is therefore
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determined purely by the biological necessity of survival. Even the Midwich Cuckoos of his
later work are ultimately destroyed as monsters, despite their more complex presentation as

highly developed organisms which fundamentally resemble humans.

In The Chrysalids, however, a different situation arises. Wyndham's interest has shifted from

the dramatic energy of the conflict between man pitted against the alien or monster at the
time of the catastrophe itself, to the far-future repercussions in collective behaviour as a
response to a humanly-caused disaster: the nuclear holocaust, or 'Tribulation'. The
Chrysalids never attempts to accurately predict the actual outcomes of nuclear hostilities in
plausible terms. Instead, Wyndham uses the symbol of the nuclear bomb as a means of

explaining an immense evolutionary change in the future of the human species. This time,

mutation theory is applied to humanity itself.

The Chrysalids initially concentrates upon the dystopian existence of the Old People, who
biologically resemble contemporary humans. But this focus gives way successively to an
empbhasis on the sense of a visionary utopian reality centred around the New People, whom
the child-protagonists, David and Petra, resemble and eventually join. The novel is
significantly framed by David's dream-vision of the celestial city of the Apocalyptic
tradition: a philosophy which involves the destruction of an old world which gives way to
the coming of a new order. David's initial dream proves not to be the lost past, as he first
believes, but the reality of the Sealanders' radically changed community, in which
technology and large populations can live in harmony, due to the ability of biologically

mutated individuals to telepathically 'think-together.'

From the beginning of the novel Wyndham apprehends future change, then, as a
transformation in the biological form and character of the human self. David and Petra are
mutated variations or 'deviants'. While they live in Waknuk their outward appearance is
indistinguishable from their parent society, because their biological difference lies in their
'superior quality of mind'. This links them with other 'superior variants', the Sealanders. The

children are eventually forced to flee for their lives from the repressive regime of Waknuk.
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They join the 'composite team-mind' of the New People, leaving Labrador to start afresh in

the Southern hemisphere.

Wyndham explicitly uses the imagery of science to achieve an overall pattern of apocalyptic
transformation and to prepare for the imaginative closure of the happy ending. He presents
the radical shift in human nature in the literal terms of evolution. He employs scientific
classification to emphasise the difference, presenting the Old and New People as entirely
different species. In so doing he distorts science to achieve his imaginative purpose. David
and Petra are variations, not absolute differences, and share characteristics with the old
kind. The extinction of the Old People is not as likely as Wyndham suggests, that is, in
terms of biological fact. He insists that they will unequivocally be doomed because of

biological failings which make them inflexibly unable to adapt and therefore, ultimately, to

survive. He concludes:

They could never have succeeded. One way or another they were foredoomed because
they were an inadequate species.(p.157)

Although, as we shall see, the biological failings he describes would be /ikely to make the
species more vulnerable, they are not inevitably doomed as Wyndham proposes. Wyndham
prefers to suggest that the environment, rather than the 'higher' species, is instrumental in
selecting against Joseph's kind. This allows him to maintain the moral integrity of the New
species, who are not forced to compete for resources with the Old on a long term basis. By
leaving for New Zealand, the Sealanders are not permitted to display anything but minimal

violence.

Wyndham's imaginative version of evolution and extinction allows him to form an absolute,
physical differentiation between people. This actually underlines what is really their moral
behaviourism. Wyndham perceives that evolution can only act upon physical aspects, so by
holding their different moral attitudes apart by means of their physical features, he is able to
allow evolution to favour one or the other. This enables him to use the facts of evolution,
particularly competition and the need to survive, to assert that a single, possible

evolutionary future (which is reliant on blind chance) is actually an inevitable one.
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Furthermore, he uses evolution to simplify the moral choices his protagonists make in his

vision of the future. He employs scientific imagery to evade, or rather mask, the intrinsic

moral aspects of his work. His didacticism is thus concealed.

Wyndham's prime purpose is to make it abundantly clear that the 'Old People' are entirely
unable to improve, because of their biological kind. Due to their isolated individual natures

they proved inadequate in the past:

They lived shut off from each other .. they had to remain individuals...they could not
think collectively...They had no means of consensus. They learnt to co-operate
constructively in small units; but only destructively in large units. (p.156)

The inevitable result of their inadequacy was the massive destruction of the Bomb.

The book offers several interpretations of this disaster, but all of them perceive it crucially
in apocalyptic terms: the old is wiped out to give way to the new. Thus, although the
destructive enormity of Tribulation is acknowledged, it is never discredited as a futile
annihilation. To David's Uncle Axel, who is of the old biological kind, it is perceived as a

God-ordained 'penance’ served for human 'arrogance':

"So when they were doing their best to get everything fixed and tidy on some kind of

eternal lines they'd thought up for themselves He sent along Tribulation to bust it up
and remind 'em that life is change."(p.153)

The Sealander, who is of the new biological kind, believes:

The Old People brought down Tribulation, and were broken into fragments by it...
(p.182)

Both views underline the self-destructive nature of the Old People's action, but more
importantly, both stress humanity's inability to control its own destiny (‘He sent along
Tribulation' and 'The Old...were broken..") [My italics]. Ultimately, Wyndham insists that

man is not the agent of control. Larger evolutionary forces are at work.

To make this clear, Wyndham depends upon particular scientific imagery (absolute

extinction and the absolute segregation of separate species). He relies on presenting the fact
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that the disaster precipitates both. Furthermore, both are perceived to be necessary for the
evolutionary process to produce a more highly developed organism. The New species is

seen to be a biological improvement, in that its complexity makes it more capable of

adaptation.

So each character in the novel stresses the positive aspects of Tribulation, seeing in it the

hope of a new future. Uncle Axel thinks

He [God] saw it wasn't going to come out the way things lay, so He shuffled the pack

to see if it wouldn't give a better break next time... Tribulation was a shake-up to give
us a new start. (p.153)

The card metaphor is significant, presenting the random chance inherent in evolution. Here
Wyndham allows for the recognition that evolution acts blindly, and that the biological
changes and choices he presents form only one among many possible futures. But
ideologically he prefers to minimise the possibility of evolutionary divergence. He
persistently presents the view that evolution is designed to make a better organism, seeing
the overall movement as upward. Uncle Axel's final statement thus carries connotations of
inevitable improvement (‘a better break’, and 'a new start') and is contained by the idea that

God fundamentally controls the evolutionary pattern.

Even to the villain, David's brutally repressive father, Joseph, Tribulation provides the

catalyst for a 'rediscovery', a 're-ascent’. He believes

The penance of Tribulation that had been put upon the world must be worked out, the
long climb faithfully retraced, and, at last, if the temptations by the way were resisted,
there would be the reward of forgiveness - the restoration of the Golden Age. Such
penances had been sent before: the expulsion from Eden, the Flood, pestilences, the
destruction of the Cities of the Plain, the Captivity.(p.40)

Joseph is right to cite these Biblical apocalyptic stories: Wyndham's tactical strategies
ensure that the general evolutionary movement that the Bomb precipitates is seen to be

unequivocally upwards, like 'a long climb' up a ladder.
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Joseph's kind of thinking, however, is determined by his kind, which causes him to fix his
hope in a change which is no change. Guided by the pre-Tribulation image of ideal man, he
attempts to control the biological future of his own species. He tries to eliminate individuals
which do not conform to his past-oriented and fixed image of the human form. Deviants
with physical deformities are destroyed at birth, and the process is rationalised by the belief

that they are, religiously speaking, 'an abomination'. He translates his stultifyingly fixed

beliefs into absolute laws.

Ultimately Joseph's belief in an absolute ideal dooms him, for it signifies his biological

incapacity to change and therefore adapt. In evolutionary terms, stasis is deadly. Because of

it

Neither his kind, nor his kind of thinking, will survive long. They are the crown of
creation, they have nowhere more to go. But life is change, that is its very nature....
The living form defies evolution at its peril, if it does not adapt, it will be broken.

Wyndham exploits the evolutionary paradigm to apparently remove the argument from the
moral realm. He attempts to show purely a case of survival. Only the mutated New People

have the capacity to 'build for the world that is, rather than the one that's gone.'

Wyndham uses the fact of evolutionary competition to support Joseph's brutal attitude
towards his own son. His desire to kill his mutated children stems from natural law: his

instinct to preserve his own species. Joseph recognises that deviants are a threat to his kind.

The Sealander explains Joseph's apparent callousness:

In loyalty to their kind they cannot tolerate our rise; in loyalty to our kind, we cannot
tolerate their obstruction. (p.183)

Joseph cannot help his behaviour, his actions are determined by biological necessity.

But he is fighting life itself by resisting mutational change, and therefore, in Wyndham's
view, evolutionary progress. Wyndham uses scientific imagery to convey this ironically: the

Old species is inevitably doomed because of its instinct for self-preservation, which leads it
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to attempt to make all individuals genetically identical. Joseph is trapped, a victim of his
own biological desire to live: his actions curtail the variation upon which evolutionary

change truly depends, directly putting his kind in danger of extinction. Thus

...they will attain the stability they strive for, in the only form it is granted - a place
among the fossils. (p.182)

Because of Joseph's competitive behaviour David must escape Waknuk. This, too, is an
instinctive reaction for self-preservation, determined by biological necessity. By implying
that evolutionary change rests upon the extinction of the Old People and by presenting the
two species in mutually exclusive terms, Wyndham is never in two minds about the choice

David must make. Change and the uncertainty of a new life seem the only meaningful

option. The Sealander explains:

"The difference can only be bridged by self-sacrifice: Ais self-sacriﬁcé: for yours would

bridge nothing. So, there is the severance. We have a new world to conquer: they have
only a lost cause to lose."(p.183)

It is clear that had the children chosen to stay in Waknuk they would have nothing to gain,

they could only become victims in a gesture of pointless self-sacrifice. David recalls:

...Aunt Harriet's face in the water..; poor Anne, a limp figure hanging from a beam;
Sophie, degraded to a savage, sliding in the dust with an arrow in her neck...
Any of these might have been Petra's future. (p.197)

Throughout his depiction of the cruelty of Post-Tribulation society Wyndham appears
entirely unconcerned to warn the reader about the consequences of wrongful human action.
There is little sense of an admonitory authorial stance, for the Old People are utterly unable
to change their behaviour. But in human terms the process of killing deviants is
unquestionably cruel, deliberately severing the bonds between parent and child. The
separation of Sophie from her parents and the baby from Harriet are presented as calculated

atrocities. The suffering caused is so great that Harriet prefers to die, rather than to live

with Waknuk's cruelty.

Wyndham's moral teaching is concealed. He covertly represents the differences between Old

and New species in moral terms, by packaging biological necessity with moral values. The
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New possess biological attributes which not only make them better able to compete and
survive, but which make them morally appealing. They are superior in attractive ways. Their
marvellous, unpredictable telepathic abilities permit them to think collectively, and thereby

behave altruistically and co-operatively. They are able to overcome the competitive

individualism of the Old People.

Wyndham presents children as the New People who are able to truly look to the future, and
who possess the adaptive flexibility necessary for radical change. The Sealanders' world is
crucially represented as a morally desirable improvement, an upward moral evolution. It is
an ideal dream-vision, and essentially child-like in its appeal. It is described exuberantly in
child-like terms as 'awfully exciting’; 'a wonderful place'. Thus it becomes intrinsically
associated with the hopeful idealism of aspiring youth. Similarly, the new attributes are
referred to as 'the hive mind', the city sounds "not unlike the buzzing of a hive of bees."
(p.200) Wyndham deliberately chooses bees, which display co-operative, altruistic

behaviour, to suggest desirable values.

The mutants' imaginative quality is importantly associated with their being children, born

with the capacity to think radically:

What makes man man is mind; it's not a thing, it's a quality, and minds aren't all the

same value; they're better and worse, and the better they are, the more they mean.
(p.79)

Wyndham's terms are clearly ideologically loaded. They convey an indisputable sense of
progress and improvement which includes desirable moral superiority and optimism.
Significantly the youngest child, Petra, has developed the greatest mental capacity. In this

novel childhood becomes a potent metaphor for transformation and radical thought.

Because of their kind, the Old behaved badly. 'They aspired greedily, and then refused to
face the responsibilities they had created.' (p.156) Telepathy will render their behaviour
obsolete: the New will not need to behave in such unattractive ways. The facts of evolution

are used to separate the moral differences in absolute terms. Because the Old are seen as
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wholly bad, and the New as wholly good, the absolute extinction of the Old becomes not
only inevitable, but also desirable, a 'crucifixion which Wyndham welcomes."” It is the price
paid to achieve the new order. Wyndham uses the scientific imagery of competition to
evade the moral aspects of David's choice. The Sealander dismisses David's shock and

confusion at seeing his own father killed by the New:

It is not pleasant to kill any creature... but to pretend that one can live without doing so
is self-deception.. It is neither shameful nor shocking that it should be so: it is simply a
part of the great revolving wheel of natural economy. (p.195)

Evolutionary necessity has nothing to do with moral choice. The reader is not intended to
dispute the simple rationality of this position, for to do so is to resist the opposing absolutes

within the text, and the facts of evolution itself.

But the imagery of evolution can only be used metaphorically as soon as it is attached to
moral questions. Evolution is simply a measure of biological success, and to link it to moral
progress is an imaginative fabrication. Wyndham's optimism relies on his endeavour to fuse
the two, and his ability to keep his terms of reference absolute and simple. By these means

he can use science to simplify the moral choices available, for science displays no

preferences in this arena.

It is easy to see why Wyndham's symbolic use of childhood proved an attractive model for
the literary pioneers, Dickinson and Christopher.® Each writer, and those who followed
them, depicts idealistic youngsters striving for a better world against repressive, narrow-
minded adults. Yet not one shares Wyndham's entirely optimistic imaginative resolution,

and few depict his mutation theory in such literal terms.

Peter Dickinson's pioneering early work best exemplifies the general tendency for children's
writers to make narrative choices which suppress rather than promote an optimistic

presentation of ‘the evolutionary process within the post-catastrophe scenario. Dickinson

7John Griffiths Three Tomorrows (London, MacMillan, 1980) p. 74.

8Wyndham may well have had a direct influence on Christopher's work. In an interview with Gough,
Christopher speaks of knowing Wyndham personally, and admiring his work. See John Gough 'An
Interview with John Christopher', CLE 15, No.2 (Summer 1984) pp.93-102.
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was the first major exponent of this particular literary form for children,® and the 'Changes'
trilogy received considerable critical acclaim, helping to establish a favourably receptive

climate of opinion for this type of futuristic anxiety fantasy.1°

It is particularly telling that Dickinson's trilogy actually appeared in reverse chronological

order of its story. The Weathermonger describes the eventual overthrow of the primitive

and brutal post-catastrophe era known as the 'Changes’, in which men have mysteriously
turned against machinery and act with viciously intolerant dogmatism towards anyone who
does not share their hatred of technology. The 'Changes' end as abruptly as they began. The
book's denouement describes how these disturbing times are suddenly exchanged for more
civilised ones. The book's conclusion is clearly intended to provide the reassurance of the
return to normality.!! The next book in the sequence, Heartsease, moves further back in the
'Changes' era to explore the hardships of life during the disturbances, whilst the final book,

The Devil's Children returns to chronicle events at their very outset, when their influence

was strongest. It is as if Dickinson became increasingly imaginatively drawn to the dramatic

interest of the dystopian elements of The Chrysalids, particularly the- implications of a

society committed not to life, but to a deadly stasis. His trilogy reflects the pattern of
Wyndham's story, but curiously in reverse order. Each book can be read in isolation from its

fellows!? and in each the levels of pessimism increase substantially.

The Weathermonger most clearly resembles the overall strategy of The Chrysalids, taking

up its story in media res. It briefly sketches a future England suffering the aftermath of a
sudden, unanticipated upheaval which has, like Tribulation, caused a widespread reversion
to primitive and brutal patterns of life. Science and technology have been lost, although the
mysterious Changes actually cause most humans to revile machinery. Adult society is not

described in any detail, but broadly outlined as being inexplicably intolerant of non-

9See Peter Hunt (1991) p.142.; Stephens (1992) p.127.

10See, for example, Townsend Written for Children (1974) p.217; Hollindale (1974) p.100, who describes
the trilogy as ‘'magnificent'.; a review in Growing Point 7 No.3 (Sept.1969) which views The
Weathermonger as 'quite extraordinary and moving...intelligent...and skilful , with a firm relevance to our
times.' p.1,174.

UHumphrey Carpenter, for example, observes that Dickinson 'appears to assume...that modern machine-
dominated culture is superior to a more primitive life' The Oxford Companion to Children's Literature
(OUP, 1984. Rpt. [with corrections] 1991) p. 149.

12Townsend op.cit. notes that the books do not truly form a trilogy, p.217.
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conformists. Its violent, repressive and savage customs cause it to act reprehensibly and cast

out its own children.

The story opens with two children who have been left to drown on a rock in the sea, whilst
a crowd of men prevents their escape to shore. This establishes the basic division between
adults and children in the novel. The children's literal survival is threatened because of their
imaginative difference from adult fixity: Jeff and Sally are entirely free from the fear of
machinery that bedevils the adults. In this they resemble David and Petra. The adults clearly
resemble Wyndham's Post-Tribulation society. Their regression is similarly signalled by their
medieval appearance : 'some were wearing criss-cross leggings and others a sort of sacking
kilt.' (p.9) Their behaviour also echoes Joseph's kind: they will kill anyone radically different

from themselves. Because of this the children become victims who must flee for their lives.

Jeff resembles David not only in his immunity to adult beliefs, which mark him as capable of
moral superiority, but in that he, too, has a new quality of mind. Jeff is a 'weathermonger’
who is able to fantastically control the elements purely by means of his enhanced mental
capacity. His new psychic capacity ﬁints at David's telepathic biological adaptation, but is
more obviously connected with the marvellous. It, too, results from the disaster and
facilitates positive action. Jeff is similarly able to use his new qualities to save himself and
his sister from execution. He conjures up a thick fog, which blinds their persecutors. The

plot, like Wyndham's, follows the children's escape to another country, where they receive

help.

In the early stages of the novel, then, the children's differences from adults are indisputable
improvements, physically and morally. But Dickinson diverges from Wyndham's premise
once this division is established. His children also escape to another country (this time
France) where the people have not lost technology and civilisation. The French are immune
to the Changes and initially appear to represent the positive strength of the Sealanders,
rescuing the children and attempting to help them. The French General similarly takes
matters into his own hands, resolutely deciding to share the benefits of his technological

strength with the children. He gives them a Rolls Royce, which empowers them to travel

68



quickly and more safely to the source of the Changes, where (in the 'improbable traditions
of the simple adventure story')!3 they are, at a surface level, able to put an end to the
troubles and release England from its regression. The plot moves towards the ultimate
restoration of moral order and the affirmation of a final safety. But the 'absurdities' of such a
simple resolution are at odds with the 'deeper implications of the Changes.4 The

Weathermonger is extremely uneven, and is characterised by conflicting ideological

messages operating within the text, which Dickinson finally chooses to resolve, suddenly

and simplistically. The ending has been the source of much critical disapproval.!5

The inherent ideological complexities can be seen in the portrayal of the General, for
instance. He enables the children to become redeemer figures who, unlike David, do not
reject the adults who cast them out, but return to change them. Dickinson thereby signals
the moral superiority of his child-protagonists, whose altruistic, civilised behaviour can
actively engender adult change. But by expecting the children to return to the dangers of
their original home, the General is not unequivocally benign, like the Sealanders. Instead, he
becomes a morally ambiguous figure, who is used to raise daunting questions about

mankind. The children's reservations about him escalate:

At first Geoffrey had worshipped him, a magnificent manifestation of absolute will...
but then he'd found himself puzzled by the great man's actual motives: the readiness to
slaughter a couple of kids on the chance of pulling off a far-fetched coup; the cheerful
suggestion of blotting out half a happy county with missiles...(p.45)

Here Dickinson expresses serious qualms about the moral rectitude of using violence and
the readiness to kill defenceless people. These doubts stem from the fear that life is
dominated by the evolutionary force of ruthless competition. Morality and evolution are not
necessarily consistent with each other. In fact, Dickinson suggests, they are likely to prove

contradictory.

Dickinson's portrayal of the General consciously raises the possibility that humanity is

unable to change and improve because of its own worst nature. In many ways he is as

B3Carpenter (1991) p.148.

14Carpenter (1991)p.149.

15Townsend claims it comes a 'sorry tumble' at the end (1974) p.217; Hollindale says it is *highly
improbable' p.101.; Carpenter feels the ending is 'inherently absurd' p.419.
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morally suspect as the adults from whom the children initially fled. His attitude is important,
casting a shadow over the whole narrative. He, too, is prepared to 'slaughter' the children
because of his beliefs. He desires the re-establishment of an old order, rather than the
forward-looking new vision represented by the Sealanders. He sees the disaster in the
negative terms of a sickness: he wants to violently 'cauterize the disease' with the very
technology against which the English have turned. There is no suggestion of the 'more
merciful' means used by the Sealanders. The General is selfish and ruthless, an exaggerated

version of England's adult society.

Dickinson chooses to carry his moral meaning by having the children not simply escape, but
by showing their moral quest and their ability to overcome the negative characteristics of all
adults by means of their altruistic moral actions. These symbolic children are different and
superior beings. Ultimately they discover the cause of the disaster. The legendary figure of
Merlin, having been exhumed and awoken by a comically banal chemist, Mr. Furbelow, has
become drug-dependent and confused. Upset by modernity and an unrecognisable world, he

has magically cast a spell which causes it to revert to his own more primitive times.

Merlin becomes a ludicrous and cl