
Dystopian Novel Essay Prompts 
 

Brave New World 
 
1989.  In questioning the value of literary realism, Flannery O'Connor has written, "I am 
interested in making a good case for distortion because I am coming to believe that it is the only 
way to make people see."  Write an essay in which you "make a good case for distortion," as 
distinct from literary realism.  Analyze how important elements of the work you choose are 
"distorted" and explain how these distortions contribute to the effectiveness of the work.  Avoid 
plot summary. 
 
2005.   In Kate Chopin's The Awakening (1899), protagonist Edna Pontellier is said to possess 
"That outward existence which conforms, the inward life that questions."  In a novel or play that 
you have studied, identify a character who outwardly conforms while questioning inwardly.  
Then write an essay in which you analyze how this tension between outward conformity and 
inward questioning contributes to the meaning of the work.  Avoid plot summary. 
 
2009, Form B.  Many works of literature deal with political or social issues.  Choose a novel or 
play that focuses on a political or social issue.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how 
the author uses literary elements to explore this issue and explain how the issue contributes to the 
meaning of the work as a whole.  Do not merely summarize the plot. 
 
2010.  Palestinian American literary theorist and cultural critic Edward Said has written that 
“Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is the unhealable rift 
forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true home: its 
essential sadness can never be surmounted.” Yet Said has also said that exile can become “a 
potent, even enriching” experience. Select a novel, play, or epic in which a character experiences 
such a rift and becomes cut off from “home,” whether that home is the character’s birthplace, 
family, homeland, or other special place. Then write an essay in which you analyze how the 
character’s experience with exile is both alienating and enriching, and how this experience 
illuminates the meaning of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot. 
 
(No Year Provided.)  Civilizations generally see scientific research and the advancement of 
technology as good things.  But there can be, of course, dangers to such progress.  Choose a 
novel in which science or technological advancement compromises the well-being of the people 
it is supposed to help, and analyze the circumstances under which such dangers arise.  Avoid plot 
summary. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Handmaid's Tale 
 

2003, Form B.  Novels and plays often depict characters caught between colliding cultures -- 
national, regional, ethnic, religious, institutional. Such collisions can call a character’s sense of 
identity into question. Select a novel or play in which a character responds to such a cultural 
collision. Then write a well-organized essay in which you describe the character’s response and 
explain its relevance to the work as a whole.  Avoid plot summary. 
 
2009, Form B.  Many works of literature deal with political or social issues.  Choose a novel or 
play that focuses on a political or social issue.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how 
the author uses literary elements to explore this issue and explain how the issue contributes to the 
meaning of the work as a whole.  Do not merely summarize the plot. 
 
(No Year Provided.)  Civilizations generally see scientific research and the advancement of 
technology as good things.  But there can be, of course, dangers to such progress.  Choose a 
novel in which science or technological advancement compromises the well-being of the people 
it is supposed to help, and analyze the circumstances under which such dangers arise.  Avoid plot 
summary. 
 

1984 
 

1987.  Some novels and plays seem to advocate changes in social or political attitudes or in 
traditions.  Choose such a novel or play and note briefly the particular attitudes or traditions that 
the author apparently wishes to modify.  Then analyze the techniques the author uses to influence 
the reader's or audience's views.  Avoid plot summary. 
 
1994.   In some works of literature, a character who appears briefly, or does not appear at all, is a 
significant presence.  Choose a novel or play of literary merit and write an essay in which you 
show how such a character functions in the work.  You may wish to discuss how the character 
affects action, theme, or the development of other characters.  Avoid plot summary. 
 
2005.   In Kate Chopin's The Awakening (1899), protagonist Edna Pontellier is said to possess 
"That outward existence which conforms, the inward life that questions."  In a novel or play that 
you have studied, identify a character who outwardly conforms while questioning inwardly.  
Then write an essay in which you analyze how this tension between outward conformity and 
inward questioning contributes to the meaning of the work.  Avoid plot summary. 
 
2009.  A symbol is an object, action, or event that represents something or that creates a range 
of associations beyond itself.  In literary works a symbol can express an idea, clarify meaning, or 
enlarge literal meaning.  Select a novel or play and, focusing on one symbol, write an essay 
analyzing how that symbol functions in the work and what it reveals about the characters or 
themes of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot. 
 
 
 



2009, Form B.  Many works of literature deal with political or social issues.  Choose a novel or 
play that focuses on a political or social issue.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how 
the author uses literary elements to explore this issue and explain how the issue contributes to the 
meaning of the work as a whole.  Do not merely summarize the plot. 
 
(No Year Provided.)  Civilizations generally see scientific research and the advancement of 
technology as good things.  But there can be, of course, dangers to such progress.  Choose a 
novel in which science or technological advancement compromises the well-being of the people 
it is supposed to help, and analyze the circumstances under which such dangers arise.  Avoid plot 
summary. 
 
 
 
 
 


