
 

 

Back in January the 1A podcast did a special on dystopian novels because of the surge in sales of books in 
that genre since November 2017. 1984 was at the top of the list, but because I have read it once a decade 
since high school I didn’t reread it this year. I picked up two of the novels on the list, It Can’t Happen 
Here and A Handmaid’s Tale, and also found a Great Course titled Great Utopian and Dystopian Works 
of Literature.  

Great Utopian and Dystopian Works of Literature, Pamela Bedore, Ph.D., The Great Courses, 
Chantilly, VA, 2017.  

Professor Bedore is an English professor at the University of Connecticut. She is the recipient of an 
Excellence in Teaching Award and when you listen to the course you will understand why. I wish my 
English teachers in college had been as animated as she is. The course begins with an analysis of Thomas 
More’s Utopia. The next few lectures cover the classics by Voltaire, Swift, Hawthorne, Alcott, Butler and 
Bellamy. For me, things began to get interesting with the analysis of H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine. 
Here is where I realized one being’s utopia is another’s dystopia, a fact Bedore points out in a later 
lecture. The mid-20th century classics are included for analysis: Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s 
1984, one of my favorites, Dick’s Minority Report, and Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange. Here Bedore 
begins the analysis of movie versions of the studied novels. More recent classics are also studied: 
Atwood’s A Handmaid’s Tale, Collins’ The Hunger Games trilogy and McCarthy’s The Road.  I found 
this a fascinating and rewarding series of lectures and highly recommend it as a diversion from current 
events.  

It Can’t Happen Here, Sinclair Lewis, Signet Classics, New York, 1935-2014, 416 pp,  
ISBN: 978-0451465641 

The novel is set in the 1930s and is based on the premise that Franklin Delano Roosevelt loses the 1936 
election to a fictional character, Buzz Windrip, modeled on Huey Long (who was assassinated just before 
the election).  Dystopia arises from Windrip’s destruction of American democracy and imposition of 
totalitarian rule through a paramilitary force created from unemployed workers. The hero is Doremus 
Jessup, a journalist, who fights Windrip throughput the novel. I don’t want to spoil the ending, but I really 
enjoyed the book. 

A Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, New York, 1986, 320 pp,  
ISBN: 978-0385490818 

The novel is a first person narrative provided by the protagonist, a woman renamed Offred, who has been 
forced to become a handmaid (surrogate for infertile wives) in an America that has become a theocracy 
called Gilead based on the Old Testament. Since women have been relegated to subservient tasks 
throughout society, one wonders how Offred manages to write the account. You will found out in the last 
chapter; to provide any more information will spoil the ending. Hulu has produced a miniseries based on 
the novel, which has received a lot of positive press, at least in the periodicals I read; however, I always 
recommend reading the book before seeing any screen adaptations. 
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