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introduction

In 2008, the first novel in American author Suzanne Collins’ Hun-
ger Games trilogy (2008–2010) was published. Also available as four 
feature movies (2012–2015), this trilogy is arguably the most famous 
dystopia for adolescent1 readers published in the 21st century so far. It 
depicts a dystopian North America of the future, called Panem, which 
is strictly divided into the rich Capitol and the twelve poor districts. 
In the Capitol, there is a new fashion at fancy dinner parties for eat-
ing until you vomit, and then eating some more, while the people in 
the districts are starving. Children from the districts are forced to 
fight to the death in the so-called Hunger Games. Every year, two 
children, one boy and one girl, are selected from each district; only 
the one who defeats all their opponents survives the Games (Col-
lins, Hunger 22). This extreme abuse of adults’ power over innocent 
children functions as a reminder of the consequences of attempted 
rebellion against the Capitol’s dystopian regime. During the Dark 
Days, when the then thirteen districts rebelled against the Capitol, 
twelve were defeated and District 13 was allegedly obliterated (Hun-
ger 21–22). 

Collins’ trilogy highlights the purpose behind forcing innocent 
children to fight each other in the Hunger Games. This is explained 

1.  In this study, adolescent refers to individuals who are approximately thir-
teen to twenty-five years of age. For a discussion of this definition, see the section 
“What is Young Adult Dystopian Literature?”.
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by the adolescent protagonist of the trilogy, Katniss Everdeen, seven-
ty-four years after the first ever Hunger Games:
 

Taking the kids from our districts, forcing them to kill one 
another while we watch—this is the Capitol’s way of remind-
ing us how totally we are at their mercy. How little chance we 
would stand of surviving another rebellion. Whatever words 
they use, the real message is clear: ‘Look how we take your 
children and sacrifice them and there’s nothing you can do. If 
you lift a finger, we will destroy every last one of you. Just as 
we did in District Thirteen.’ (Hunger 22)

Thus, the Capitol uses vulnerable children to make a statement about 
its omnipotence. The fact that the Games are televised and turned 
into entertainment (Ibid.), further underlines how the oppressive re-
gime that rules Panem forces children to fight to the death, simply so 
it can show the districts who is in charge and why resistance is futile.

In 2020, twelve years after the publication of the first Hunger 
Games novel, Collins released the prequel, The Ballad of Songbirds and 
Snakes. The novel is set during the tenth anniversary of the first Hun-
ger Games, which is sixty-four years before Katniss volunteers to take 
her sister Prim’s place in the Games. The prequel tells the story of 
Coriolanus Snow’s adolescence and his evolution from a rather like-
able character into President Snow, who rules Panem with an iron fist 
and is responsible for the continuation of the Hunger Games. Also, 
the prequel further explores the motivations behind the Games. Ac-
cording to Coriolanus, Dr Gaul, who is responsible for making the 
Games a reality, is using the children’s innocence to make a statement 
about the nature of the districts’ inhabitants and why they need to be 
punished: “[I]f even the most innocent among us turn to killers in 
the Hunger Games, what does that say? That our essential nature is 
violent” (Collins, Ballad 515). In this sense, Coriolanus views “[t]he 
Hunger Games [as] a reminder of what monsters we [the inhabitants 
in the districts] are and how we need the Capitol to keep us from cha-
os” (Ballad 343). The logic behind the Games is thus that a televised 
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battle to the death among innocent children will prove that the Cap-
itol’s governance is necessary and benefits the oppressed. With time, 
the Hunger Games have become a natural part of each year. Conse-
quently, the power strategy of sacrificing the children of the districts 
to keep the adults in the districts compliant has been successful.

The Hunger Games is just one example of how contemporary 
young adult (YA) dystopian literature frequently depicts future so-
cieties in which young people are pitched against adults. In most YA 
dystopian literature, the adults are the enemy, or are at least a force 
working against the betterment of society, while the young genera-
tion represents the desire to create a new and better world through 
rebellion against the current regime. They sometimes become young 
politicians instead, and work for change from within the system. Ad-
olescents are repeatedly put in situations where they must try to save 
both the world and themselves from corrupt adults, such as those 
responsible for the Hunger Games. The portrayal of the Games ex-
emplifies a literary technique commonly used in YA dystopian liter-
ature: the investigation of the discrepancy between young people’s 
and adults’ access to power in non-fictional societies by exaggerating 
the power differences, thereby clarifying how adults sometimes abuse 
the power given to them due to their greater age. 

In this study, I explore the power differences between children, 
adolescents and adults in a selection of one hundred contemporary 
Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian novels and one sequel in the 
form of a short story. My aims are: 1) to analyse how these power 
differences between children, adolescents and adults are articulated 
in the novels; 2) to clarify how other power categories, such as gen-
der, sexuality, (dis)ability2 and race, affect the power relationships 

2.  Merriam-Webster defines able-bodied as “having a sound strong body” 
(“able-bodied”), that is, the opposite of someone with a body that has a spe-
cific (dis)ability. As Robert McRuer argues, “[a]ble-bodiedness, even more than 
heterosexuality, still largely masquerades as a nonidentity, as the natural order of 
things” (1). I therefore put “dis” within parentheses to underline how the hege-
monic ideal of what constitutes an able-bodied person leads to societal perceptions 
about disability. Therefore, “(dis)ability” highlights the need to view the concept 
of disability as just that – an ideological concept that reinforces the idea that some 
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between the children, the adolescents and the adults; and 3) to in-
vestigate how the exploration of power aspects in YA dystopian lit-
erature incorporates an educational potential, which can be utilised in 
the classroom when focusing on societal power structures, especially 
those linked to the power category of age. 

My overall argument is that works of YA dystopian literature ex-
plore relationships of power between children, adolescents and adults 
in the real world by exaggerating them. In order to do this, they first 
establish an allegorical connection. By this I mean they draw paral-
lels to the real-life oppression of young people. They then use the 
literary device of hyperbole to make these types of oppression clear, 
obvious and easier to critique. According to the Oxford English Dic-
tionary, a hyperbole is “[a] figure of speech consisting in exaggerated 
or extravagant statement, used to express strong feeling or produce 
a strong impression, and not intended to be understood literally” 
(“hyperbole”). In the case of YA dystopian literature, these exaggera-
tions should be understood literally, albeit in the setting of a fiction-
al, dystopian world. The exaggerations may consist of a tournament 
in which adolescents have to fight each other to the death, such as 
the Hunger Games, part of a dystopian world where adolescents are 
forced to become killers in order to survive attacks from evil adults or 
from a government that forces adolescents to reproduce against their 
will. By combining allegory and hyperbole, contemporary works of 
YA dystopian literature examine and critique the way in which adults 
abuse their power over children and adolescents. Consequently, they 
have educational potential, specifically in highlighting and prob-
lematising age-related power structures in a teaching context.

The concept of educational potential is defined and explored in 
depth in my doctoral thesis, Magiska möjligheter: Harry Potter, Arte-
mis Fowl och Cirkeln i skolans värdegrundsarbete [Magical Possibilities: 
 Using Harry Potter, Artemis Fowl and Cirkeln to Discuss Funda-

people are able-bodied and others are not, instead of seeing the people in question 
as able in a different sense. For an example of the use of this practice, see Cassandra 
Phillips’ article “Re-imagining the (Dis)Abled Body” (2001).
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mental Values in Schools] (2016) (Alkestrand, Magiska 67–87).3 In 
that study, I analyse the educational potential of fantasy literature 
in a Swedish school context, regarding democracy, human rights and 
multiculturalism. Terms like “educational potential” and “didactic 
potential” and their Swedish equivalents are frequently used in re-
search and in student essays, but often without clear definitions. In 
both my thesis and this study, I define educational potential as the 
“opportunities that literary fiction offers for problematising fundamental 
values [my translation]” (Alkestrand, Magiska 70).4 The educational 
potential of a work of literary fiction therefore equals the potential 
learning processes about fundamental values that can arise from lit-
erary fiction, both inside and outside the classroom. 

I want to underline that this potential is a possibility that can 
be activated when reading a specific literary work. The potential is 
not necessarily activated for all readers, or through a straightforward 
reading of the novel. Instead, I have defined four different situations 
in which this potential could be activated: during a solitary reading 
of the literary work; through a discussion of the literary work with 
other readers in a formal or informal setting; via tasks linked to the 
literary work in a classroom setting; and through the research pro-
cess, when analysing the educational potential of a specific literary 
work (cf. Alkestrand, Magiska 71–75). Educational potential is thus 
not automatically transferred from the literary work to a specific 
reader.

I also want to emphasise that a single work of literary fiction can 
possess educational potential for several different topics at the same 
time. In this study, I focus on age-related power structures, so my 
scholarly attention is centred on the educational potential of this 

3.  In my thesis, I use the Swedish equivalent to “didactic potential”, but since 
the word “didactic” is often used in a pejorative sense in English, I have decided to 
use the word “educational potential” in this study instead.

For an English language article that summarises this discussion, see Malin Al-
kestrand, “Righteous Rebellion in Fantasy and Science Fiction for the Young: The 
Example of Harry Potter” (2014), pp. 110–112.

4.  Swedish quotation: “möjligheter att problematisera värdegrundsfrågor som skön-
littera tur ger upphov till”.



21 ✺

particular dimension in the primary texts of YA dystopian literature 
in my corpus. Other theoretical perspectives would highlight other 
potential learning processes. When guiding a specific reader towards 
the realisation of a YA dystopian text’s potential to problematise 
age-related power structures in that dystopia and in that reader’s 
own world, it is necessary to help them focus on this particular topic 
in their reading and to design associated tasks that will support the 
actualisation of this topic’s educational potential. 

At the same time, I want to point out that it is also important to 
give students room to explore other aspects of the literary work and 
to include the students’ own interpretations in the teaching process. 
Otherwise, there is a risk that students do not feel that their opin-
ions or experiences matter. To explore the educational potential of a 
particular YA dystopian text regarding age-related power structures 
is to choose one of many possible reading paths. Relating the reading 
experience to age-related power structures in non-fictional societies 
is necessary in order to highlight the educational potential of this 
particular topic. 

The method I use when analysing the educational potential of 
a YA dystopian text is to identify which ideologies the text com-
municates about age-related power structures. Similar to Roberta 
Seelinger Trites, I define an ideology as a standpoint on different 
power relationships found in literary fiction, such as gender and race 
or, in this case, age (Trites, Disturbing 70, 77, 88–89). For example, an 
ideology found in my corpus is that it is amoral and wrong for a dys-
topian regime to oppress its young inhabitants in order to gain more 
power, which is the case in Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy.5

5.  This application of the concept of “ideology” is narrower than the way in 
which capitalism is defined as a political ideology, for example. Trites makes a 
distinction between explicit ideologies, which the author is aware that the text 
communicates, and implicit ideologies, which are present in the text although 
the author has not deliberately included them. This distinction relies on autho-
rial intention, which is impossible to access by solely analysing the final text. 
Therefore, it is not useful in my text-centred analysis of YA dystopian literature.

In my doctoral thesis, I discussed the distinction between explicit and im-
plicit ideologies in depth, and presented an alternative way of distinguishing 
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This study devotes two chapters to an analysis of these works of 
YA dystopian literature and their ideologies as they relate to age-re-
lated power structures, and has one chapter that covers concrete 
teaching plans that aim to support the actualisation of their educa-
tional potential in the classroom. In this way, I combine a theoretical 
exploration of YA dystopian literature with suggestions for how to 
activate the educational potential of this topic in the classroom.

Table 1 lists all the primary texts included in my corpus.

Table 1: Primary Texts in the Corpus

Author(s) Title Publication year
Atwood, Margaret 

[proto-text]
The Handmaid’s Tale 1986

Baggott, Julianna The Pure trilogy 

Lyda (short story)

2012–2014

2015
Blackman, Malorie The Noughts & Crosses sequence 2001–2008
Bray, Libba Beauty Queens 2011
Bracken, Alexandra The Darkest Minds series 2012–2018
Collins, Suzanne The Hunger Games trilogy 

The Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes 
(prequel)

2008–2010

2020

Dashner, James The Maze Runner series 2009–2016
Day, Anna The Fandom duology 2018–2019

between the two (see Alkestrand, Magiska 97–102). In an English-language ar-
ticle, I describe this distinction as follows: “An explicit ideology denotes a clear 
message in the text, while an implicit ideology refers to less obvious ideolo-
gies that lie under the text’s surface” (Alkestrand, “Righteous” 112). I also dis-
cuss my view of Trites’ application of the concepts (see 110–113). In this study, 
however, I do not make the above distinction. Instead, I focus on what ideolo-
gies are communicated in the YA dystopian texts regarding adults’ oppression of 
adolescents, for example, not whether they are communicated more or less ob-
viously. I consider this type of analysis more useful when a work of literary fic-
tion is compared to a specific country’s curriculum. I also believe that the word 
“message” implies authorial intention, so I have decided to avoid it in this study. 
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Edfeldt, Lizette Brännmärkt [Branded] 2017
Ewing, Amy The Lone City trilogy 2014–2016
Frey, James, and Nils 

Johnson-Shelton 
The Endgame trilogy 2014–2016

Grant, Michael The Gone series 2008–2013
Henry, Christina The Girl in Red 2019
Lowry, Lois The Giver quartet 1993–2012
Lu, Marie The Legend trilogy 2011–2013
Mafi, Tahereh The Shatter Me series 2011–2020
Malley, Gemma The Declaration trilogy 2007–2010
McCafferty, Megan The Bumped duology 2011–2012
Melamed, Jennie Gather the Daughters 2017
Morgan, Kass The 100 series 2013–2016
Nordin, Sofia En sekund i taget-serien [The One 

Second at a Time series]
2013–2017

O’Brien, Caragh The Birthmarked series 2010–2012
O’Neill, Louise Only Ever Yours 2014
Orwell, George 

[proto-text]
1984 1949

Reeve, Philip The Mortal Engines quartet 2001–2006
Roth, Veronica The Divergent trilogy 2011–2013
Roth, Veronica The Carve the Mark duology 2017–2018
Shusterman, Neal The Arc of a Scythe trilogy 2016–2019
Shusterman, Neal The Unwind series 2007–2014
Söderberg, Marta Athena 2015
Söderlund, Mats Ättlingarna-trilogin [The 

Descendants trilogy]
2018–2020

Wahl, Mats Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 
series]

2014–2017

Westerfeld, Scott The Uglies series 2005–2007
Young, Moira The Dust Lands trilogy 2011–2014
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Adolescent Killers and Mothers: 
Two Motifs in Young Adult Dystopian Literature

Thus far, scholars have primarily analysed the power relationship be-
tween adolescents and adults in YA dystopian literature through a 
focus on the protagonists’—predominately female protagonists’—re-
bellion against corrupt adult regimes and individuals. In Female Re-
bellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction (2016, first published in 2014), 
edited by Sara K. Day, Miranda A. Green-Barteet and Amy L. Montz, 
this aspect of YA dystopian literature is examined from several differ-
ent angles. The essay collection focuses on how adolescent girls reb-
el against dystopian regimes and become politicians in a new, more 
democratic regime or become political symbols of the rebellion (Day 
et al.). For example, Green-Barteet analyses Katniss’ rebellion and 
refusal to conform to the oppressive society of Panem in The Hunger 
Games trilogy. 

While research on this motif6 of young political leaders and polit-
ical symbols has led to many insights about the adolescents’ role in 
the overarching political struggles in YA dystopian literature, I have 
decided to focus on two other motifs in this study: the adolescent 
killer and the adolescent mother. Neither of these motifs has yet been 
analysed in depth and both are recurrent in Anglophone and Swedish 
YA dystopian literature. They highlight the power relationships be-
tween children, adolescents and adults from different vantage points 
than those in the previous research on young political leaders and 
symbols. When adolescents are forced to kill, either because an adult 
institution forces them to or because that is the only way to stay alive 
in a dystopian society destroyed by the adult generation, the vulner-
ability of their position in relation to adults is illuminated, examined 
and critiqued. The same is true when adolescent mothers’ children 
become pawns in the political struggles of the dystopian regime(s). 

Both motifs are also used in contemporary YA dystopian litera-

6.  I define a motif as “[a] particular subject for imaginative treatment, esp. an 
incident, situation, ethical problem, etc., embodying a central idea that informs a 
work” (The Oxford English Dictionary, “motif”).
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ture to illustrate how a person’s access to power is not just defined by 
their age, but also by many other power categories. For example, age 
intersects with gender, sexuality, class, (dis)ability and race. There-
fore, an intersectional approach to power is crucial. Intersectionality 
theory clarifies that different power categories cannot be separated 
in a person’s—or in this case, a character’s—life. Instead, power cat-
egories intersect with each other and transform each other. In my 
text analyses, I thus aim to analyse “the differential ways in which 
different social divisions are concretely enmeshed and constructed by 
each other and how they relate to political and subjective construc-
tions of identities” (Yuval-Davis 205). Consequently, an adolescent 
girl’s access to power is different from an adolescent boy’s or an adult 
woman’s, for example. A black woman’s experience of living in a spe-
cific society is different to that of a white woman and, in a dystopian 
world, the character of an adolescent, biracial and (dis)abled girl faces 
different challenges to an adolescent, white and able-bodied girl. 

Sadly, among the female protagonists in YA dystopian literature, 
“most still are white, able-bodied, heterosexual, cis-gendered girls” 
(Green-Barteet and Coste 82), meaning that diverse characters are 
not that common within the genre.7  In turn, this only allows readers 
who are in some way privileged, perhaps due to the whiteness of their 
skin, the opportunity to find characters that are similar to themselves 
in YA dystopian literature. However, a defining characteristic of the 
works I analyse in this study is that they interrogate how different 
power categories relate to one another, giving some adolescent char-
acters more access to power and a greater ability to affect their own 
lives than others. Several of them depict more diverse characters than 
the most common character type identified by Green-Barteet and 
Coste. From a teaching perspective, the novels provide insights about 
the importance of human rights and social justice. It is for this reason 
that this study focuses on mothers and murderers in YA dystopian 

7.  Christopher Owen and Scott Lauchlan-Ford define cisgender (also spelled 
cis-gender) as “[a] person who identifies as the gender identity and biological sex 
they were assigned at birth. In simple terms: a person who is not transgender” (11). 
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literature and how the educational potential of these narratives can 
be actualised in the classroom. 

What is Young Adult Dystopian Literature? 
The definition of YA dystopian literature has been discussed by 
many scholars. For example, the introductions to the essay collec-
tions Female Rebellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction edited by Day, 
Green-Barteet and Montz, Contemporary Dystopian Fiction for Young 
Adults: Brave New Teenagers (2014, first published in 2013) edited 
by Balaka Basu, Katherine R. Broad and Carrie Hintz, and Utopian 
and Dystopian Writing for Children and Young Adults (2003) edited by 
Hintz and Elaine Ostry, are devoted to this topic. In this section, I 
will define the concepts of utopia, dystopia and YA dystopian literature, 
arguing that the genre of contemporary YA dystopian literature can 
be viewed as a fuzzy set, with The Hunger Games trilogy as the most 
prototypical example of the genre.

One starting point for the definition of YA dystopian literature 
is to clarify the difference between a utopia and a dystopia. Whereas 
utopia means both “‘the perfect or good place’ and ‘no place’” (Fitz-
simmons 5)—as in a place that is unattainable—dystopia means “bad 
place” (Claeys 107, 117). Hintz and Ostry expand this distinction by 
clarifying that they

use ‘utopia’ […] to signify a nonexistent society that is posited 
as significantly better than that of the reader. It strives toward 
perfection, has a delineated social system, and is described in 
reasonably specific detail. Dystopias are likewise precise de-
scriptions of societies, ones in which the ideals for improve-
ment have gone tragically amok. (3)

A dystopia is thus a society that has tried to evolve towards a high-
er state, but which has fundamentally failed in this endeavour. For 
instance, Hintz and Ostry underline that in many dystopias, “total-
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itarian societies assert the power of determining who lives and who 
dies” (9). 

Day, Green-Barteet and Montz also highlight the close relation-
ship between utopias and dystopias, by underlining that “dystopian 
literature depends upon considerations of possible futures, specifical-
ly futures in which attempts to create utopian societies have failed” 
(8). Similarly, in New World Orders in Contemporary Children’s Litera-
ture: Utopian Transformations, Clare Bradford, Kerry Mallan, John 
Stephens and Robyn McCallum (2011, first published in 2007) argue 
that “works of fiction employ [both] utopian and dystopian themes 
and motifs in a way that has a transformative purpose: that is, they 
propose or imply new social and political arrangements by imagining 
transformed world orders” (6). According to Basu, Broad and Hintz, 
the possible futures depicted in dystopias can be viewed as warnings 
that address contemporary issues, such as global warming and the 
relationship between technology and the self (1). 

In this study, the concepts of young adult (YA) and adolescent are 
used in a broad sense to encompass individuals aged 13–25. I use YA 
when I refer to the genre of YA dystopian literature, since this is 
the term used for these books as well as other genres of YA fiction. 
When I address the young characters in these books in my study, I 
use the term adolescent. Previous research provides no consensus as 
to the exact age limits for these concepts, nor for the target audience 
of YA literature.8 I have decided to use this wide age range because 
the genre of YA dystopian literature has a broad target audience of 
young people but, due to the inclusion of violence and death, the 
books are not aimed at really young children. Still, it is important to 
recognise that the age of actual readers is much more diverse, with a 
lot of adults, such as myself, as well as younger children, reading and 
enjoying these books. The age of the readers is thus not the first crite-

8.  Merriam-Webster defines an adolescent as an individual who has reached 
puberty, but who has not yet reached the age of majority (“adolescent”). I perceive 
this category as more fluid and have therefore included individuals up to 25 years 
old in the concept. 
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rion for my definition of the genre. Rather, the themes9 and motifs it 
addresses are what constitutes the genre’s characteristics. Within my 
corpus of primary texts, the novels include adolescent protagonists of 
varying ages and, while some of the novels are targeted at the young-
er adolescents in my definition of adolescents, others are written for 
those who are slightly older.  

The introductions to the three essay collections mentioned above 
identify and discuss various characteristics of the genre of YA dys-
topian literature. Hintz and Ostry argue that “dystopia can act as a 
powerful metaphor for adolescence”, since YA dystopian literature 
portrays oppressive adults and adult institutions. Many adolescents 
in non-fictional societies experience these phenomena in their ev-
eryday lives, as well as surveillance and a lack of access to the kind 
of power that comes with adult privileges (Hintz and Ostry 9–10). 
“The adolescent craves more power and control, and feels the limits 
of his or her freedom intensely”, which is a topic addressed in YA dys-
topian literature (Hintz and Ostry 10). Because of these experiences 
of oppression and limited freedom, the adolescents rebel against the 
dystopian worlds and are often successful. They thereby repeatedly 
become saviours who save the world from falling into a dystopian 
abyss (Ibid.). 

The insights adolescents allegedly gain from YA dystopian litera-
ture are summarised by Hintz and Ostry as follows: 

In these books, children and young adults learn about the 
need for leadership, the stresses of decision making, and the 
dynamics of group cooperation against a common enemy. 
They learn how to use limited resources to overcome incred-
ible odds, and become more powerful and capable than they 
ever could have imagined. (11)

9.  A theme is “a subject or topic of discourse or of artistic representation” 
(Merriam-Webster, “theme”).
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To summarise, adolescent characters face similar challenges to those 
of adults in leadership positions, and they have to find ways to sur-
vive in a hostile world despite the odds being stacked against them.

The recurrent topic of adolescent rebellion in YA dystopian litera-
ture, specifically female rebellion, is addressed in the introduction to 
Day, Green-Barteet and Montz’s essay collection. The editors argue 
that the female protagonists in YA dystopian literature 

occupy liminal spaces as they seek to understand their places 
in the world, to claim their identities, and to live their lives 
on their own terms. Further, and perhaps most significant-
ly, these young women also attempt to recreate the worlds in 
which they live, making their societies more egalitarian, more 
progressive, and, ultimately, more free. (Day et al. 3)

These dystopias thus highlight how young girls and women, because 
of the interplay between gender and age-related power structures, 
need to rebel in order to take charge of their own lives and to create 
a better, more just world. This is necessary because they live in dys-
topian and oppressive societies. I argue that this type of society is the 
number one defining characteristic of the genre.

Some defining stylistic characteristics of YA dystopian literature 
are described by Basu, Broad and Hintz: 

[T]hese dystopian warnings are distilled into exciting adven-
tures with gripping plots. Their narrative techniques often 
place us close to the action, with firstperson narration, engag-
ing dialogue, or even diary entries imparting accessible mes-
sages that may have the potential to motivate a generation on 
the cusp of adulthood. (1)

As the editors clarify, YA dystopian literature is usually set in a future 
science fiction society, but also incorporates traits from the adventure 
genre, the romance plot and the Bildungsroman. The latter depicts a 
young person’s development towards adulthood. The mixing of dif-
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ferent genres can thus be viewed as yet another defining character-
istic (Basu et al. 6–9). I wish to add fantasy to the list of genres that 
frequently influence and are combined with a dystopian setting, such 
as when young characters develop magical abilities as a result of a 
scientific experiment or an accident. I will touch on this topic in my 
case study of Iranian-American author Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter Me se-
ries (2011–2020). In summary, genre hybrids can be added to the list 
of defining characteristics for YA dystopian literature.

That YA dystopian literature incorporates some sense of hope for 
a better world is clarified by Basu, Broad and Hintz: “[T]he dysto-
pian worlds are bleak not because they are meant to stand as mere 
cautionary tales, but because they are designed to display—in sharp 
relief—the possibility of utopian change even in the darkest of cir-
cumstances” (3). In addition, the editors mention multiple themes 
that recur in YA dystopian literature: ecological destruction, a 
post-apocalyptic event such as a plague or zombies, conformist so-
cieties that exclude those who do not fit into the prescribed identity, 
enslavement, silencing of the inhabitants and their critique of the 
society that they live in, mind-altering surgeries, the protagonist’s 
rebellion against the regime and the protagonist’s awakening to the 
dystopian and oppressive tendencies in society (Basu et al. 3–4).  

As this brief overview of some attempts to define YA dystopian 
literature has shown, many different aspects have been identified as 
being central to this type of book. In addition, it is possible to either 
view the dystopian aspect as a mode or approach that can be used 
in several different genres (cf. Day et al. 8; Hintz and Ostry 2), or 
as a genre of its own, but one that can incorporate inspiration from 
other genres (cf. Basu et al. 6). In this study, I define YA dystopian 
literature as a genre that depicts a dystopian and oppressive society, 
and which is aimed at adolescent readers. Additionally, a work of YA 
dystopian literature incorporates some, many or all of the traits men-
tioned in this section. The most frequent are summarised below:

• Dystopian and oppressive societies and/or regimes who oppress 
young people and/or adults.
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• Adolescent characters who rebel against the regimes of their 
dystopian society.

• A science-fiction future society.
• Mixing different genres.
• Hope in the creation of a better and more just world. 
• Adolescent characters who save the world.

Instead of proclaiming that YA dystopian literature must incorpo-
rate a specific number of genre traits, or else it is not YA dystopi-
an literature, I view it as a fuzzy set. The concept of the fuzzy set 
has been applied to fantasy literature by Brian Attebery in Strategies 
of Fantasy (1992). Attebery defines J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the 
Rings (1954–1955) as the prototype for fantasy literature, because of 
the importance of this particular literary work for the genre and for 
fantasy authors who have been inspired by Tolkien’s series. Other 
fantasy works can be described as more or less similar to The Lord of 
the Rings, which makes it possible to view Tolkien’s work as the core 
of the genre (Attebery 2, 12–14).10 

In a similar vein, Collins’ trilogy can be viewed as the prototyp-
ical example of the contemporary YA dystopian phenomena. Al-
though Lois Lowry’s The Giver (1993), for example, was published 
before The Hunger Games trilogy and has provided crucial inspiration 
for the genre, it was not until the release of Collins’ first novel in 
2008 that a virtual flood-wave of YA dystopian literature was pub-
lished.11 In many of these texts, the inspiration from Collins’ trilogy 

10.  Farah Mendlesohn has challenged this view of the genre in Rhetorics of Fan-
tasy (2008), in which she argues that fantasy literature does not consist of one fuzzy 
set, but four, due to four distinctly different ways of portraying the relationship 
between the protagonists and the supernatural forces found in fantasy literature. 
For the purposes of my argument here, however, it is enough to cover the basics of 
Attebery’s argument. 

11.  Rebekah Fitzsimmons clarifies that “Collins popularized the trilogy format 
along with the YA dystopian subgenre, and the blockbuster series is credited with 
spawning a wide range of imitators” (4). Fitzsimmons’ article explores the trilogy 
format often used in YA dystopian literature and identifies three different phases 
that recur in YA dystopian texts.
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is more or less explicit. The fuzzy set of YA dystopian literature can 
thereby be described as consisting of texts that possess similarities to 
Collins’ work. One defining characteristic of Collins’ trilogy is the 
already-mentioned oppression of the young by adults and adult re-
gimes, and, in this sense, the age-related and extreme differences in 
power that are the focal point of this study comprise a central genre 
trait that has inspired many of Collins’ successors. The Swedish YA 
dystopian phenomenon can also be tied to the success of the original 
novels, their Swedish translations and the four Hunger Games movies. 

To exemplify my understanding of the genre as a fuzzy set, I will 
briefly sketch out the role of science-fictional future worlds in the 
genre.12 While most primary texts that I analyse in this study are set 
in a high-tech society of the close or distant future, some of them are 
set in an alternate contemporary society. This society lacks the ad-
vanced technology that is one of the most distinct and defining char-
acteristics of the science fiction genre,13 but still incorporates enough 
other genre traits for me to view it as part of the YA dystopian genre. 
This is the case with British author Malorie Blackman’s Noughts & 
Crosses sequence (2001–2008), which depicts an alternate world in 
which black people are superior to white people, but which has no el-
ements of science fiction. In other cases, such as Swedish author Sofia 
Nordin’s En sekund i taget [One Second at a Time] series (2013–2017), 
an apocalyptic event has taken place, but there is no explanation as 
to why. In Nordin’s world, a mysterious fever has killed most of the 
population, but it is unclear whether the fever is a result of govern-
ment experiments gone awry or a virus, for example. However, the 
series incorporates enough of the genre’s other characteristics for me 
to view it as a YA dystopian text.

To conclude, in applying the understanding of YA dystopian lit-

12.  I will delve deeper into this topic and the impact of feminist science fiction 
on YA dystopian literature in the chapter on adolescent mothers. See “Adolescent 
Mothers in Young Adult Dystopian Literature: An Overview”. 

13.  For a discussion of the role of technological inventions in science fiction, 
see Darko Suvin’s famous article “On the Poetics of the Science Fiction Genre” 
(1972), p. 378–379.
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erature as a fuzzy set to the novels I read as potential primary texts 
for this study, I was searching for novels that include several of the 
genre traits identified in this brief overview of previous research. In 
the next section, I will present the selection criteria for the corpus of 
YA dystopian literature analysed in this study.

The Text Corpus: 
The Selection of Primary Texts

My text corpus includes a total of one hundred YA dystopian nov-
els and one short story in the form of a sequel.14 I have chosen to 
use such a large corpus of primary texts because I want to provide a 
 thorough overview of the genre of YA dystopian literature, specifical-
ly how the motifs of the adolescent killer and the adolescent mother 
are depicted in this type of book. 

Most of the novels are part of a series, which is the most common 
publication format for YA dystopian literature (cf. Fitzsimmons 3), 
but there are also examples of stand-alone novels. Contrary to many 
previous studies of the genre of YA dystopian literature, I have decid-
ed to include all the novels in the book series in my analysis. When 
only the first book is included, which is common in articles on the 
topic—probably because of the briefness of the article format—as well 
as in monographs, there is a risk that the scholar will draw conclu-
sions that are not valid for the series as a whole. For example, in 
an analysis of Lowry’s The Giver— the first novel in a series of four 
books—Maria Nikolajeva argues that the adolescent character Jonas 
dies at the end of the book. She even states that readers who interpret 
the book’s ending in a different way and argue that Jonas does survive 
represent an unsophisticated reading of the novel (Nikolajeva, Power 
86–88). However, in the sequels, Jonas is very much alive, and readers 
obtain insights into how his life develops after leaving the dystopian 

14.  This short story is a sequel to American author Julianna Baggott’s Pure 
trilogy (2012–2014). For a full list of all the texts in my corpus, see Table 1 on pp. 
22–23. 
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society into which he was born (cf. Lowry, Son 308–310). In my anal-
ysis of the presence of two specific motifs, it is crucial to analyse the 
whole series in order to give an accurate account of whether or not 
a motif is present and, if so, how that particular motif is actualised 
within the series. 

I have also included two proto-texts in the corpus. These texts 
are not actually YA dystopian literature, but they have provided cru-
cial inspiration for the genre. The first one is British author George 
Orwell’s classic dystopian novel for adults, 1984 (1949). This novel 
has been the inspiration for the excessive societal surveillance that 
is a common genre trait in YA dystopian literature. The second pro-
to-text included in my corpus is Canadian author Margaret Atwood’s 
The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)—another classic dystopian work aimed at 
an adult audience. Atwood’s handmaids, who are ritually raped and 
forced to carry the children of the infertile ruling class, have inspired 
many YA dystopian novels’ depictions of enforced reproduction and 
motherhood; a topic that will be explored further in the chapter 
about adolescent mothers.   

The most important selection criteria for my corpus of YA dys-
topian literature is that the novels incorporate (at least) one of the 
two motifs that this study focuses on: the adolescent killer and the 
adolescent mother. My selection process consisted of reading all the 
novels I found that seemed to include these motifs. I have looked for 
relevant texts in previous research that mentions the presence of any 
of the motifs, by reading reviews of new novels that I have encoun-
tered via social media, for example, and through suggested reading 
from colleagues.15 

This selection process has in no way been a straightforward en-
deavour. Sometimes, I have found one of the motifs while reading 
a book that I thought could potentially include the other motif. At 
other times, I have read a book thinking that it would fit into my 

15.  I would like to thank my colleague Maria Nilson for her never-ending sup-
port in finding relevant books for my study. We have been working on two differ-
ent research projects on YA dystopian literature, and she has continuously recom-
mended books she has come across that seem relevant to my project.  
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corpus due to its topic, but found that the novel does not fit into 
my definition of YA dystopian literature. For example, this was the 
case with The Mother Code (2020) by Carole Stivers, which addresses 
motherhood, but which I view as a book for adults. The mothers in 
question are also machines. Yet, at other times, a novel that I thought 
would include either adolescent killers or mothers did not. The final 
corpus is the result of four and a half years of reading YA dystopian 
literature. 

In the end, I had to limit myself to around one hundred novels, 
both due to time limits and because I would not be able to do a larger 
number of novels justice in one study. There are a few novels that I 
have come across too late to include them in my study, even though 
they are relevant to my motif-centred analysis, such as The Testing 
trilogy (2013–2014) by Joelle Charbonneau.

Another selection criterion for the primary texts is that they are 
contemporary. The works of YA dystopian literature in my corpus 
have—with one exception—been published since 2000.16 The vast 
majority of the novels in my corpus have been published during or 
after the year 2008, when the first novel in Collins’ Hunger Games 
trilogy was published.17 As I clarified in the previous section, the 
trilogy paved the way for a many works of YA dystopian literature 
that resemble Collins’. This can be viewed as equivalent to how J. K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997–2007) led to the publication of 
many new fantasy novels and increased interest in older fantasy pub-
lications (cf. Levy and Mendlesohn 165–170). According to Sarah 
Hentges’ visualisation of the genre of YA dystopian literature as a 

16.  The exception is Lowry’s The Giver, published in 1993. This novel is one 
of the roots of the YA dystopian genre (cf. Hentges unnumbered page before the 
title page) and has paved the way for other YA dystopian literature. For this reason, 
I regard it as a central text for this investigation. The second book in the series, 
Gathering Blue, was published in 2000.

17.  At least one novel in the following series in my corpus was published before 
2008: Malorie Blackman’s Noughts & Crosses sequence (2001–2008), Lois Lowry’s 
The Giver quartet (1993–2012), Gemma Malley’s The Declaration trilogy (2007–
2010), Philip Reeve’s Mortal Engines quartet (2001–2006), Neal Shusterman’s Un-
wind dystology (2007–2014) and Scott Westerfeld’s Uglies series (2005–2007).
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tree, novels published before 2008 can be viewed as its roots, with 
Collins’ trilogy as the trunk and the novels published after the first 
Hunger Games novel as branches reaching out from Collins’ series 
(Hentges unnumbered page before the title page). Using this visual-
isation, it is clear that Collins’ trilogy splits the genre into a distinct 
before and after The Hunger Games trilogy. The most recent novels 
included in my corpus were published in 2020.

One more selection criterion for my primary texts is that they 
were originally written in either English or Swedish. While Swedish 
is my mother tongue, English is the only other language in which I 
am proficient enough to analyse novels at a scholarly level. As the 
overview of research on YA dystopian literature conducted this far 
will show, most research focuses on Anglophone texts. Because my 
view of a dystopian society is that it is a refracted image of contem-
porary societies and how they will potentially develop if the current 
generation is unable to successfully deal with their challenges, such 
as climate change and threats to democracy, it has been crucial for me 
to include depictions of future versions of a dystopian Sweden in my 
study. A benefit of this approach is that I can highlight some gener-
al similarities and differences between YA dystopian literature writ-
ten in English and Swedish. However, I do not attempt to conduct 
a thorough comparative study; this is a topic for a different research 
project altogether. 

The majority of the YA dystopian texts in my corpus are written 
in English (87 out of 101). I have made this choice because I am writ-
ing this book in English. It is beneficial for most primary texts to 
be accessible to my readers who cannot read Swedish, especially as a 
goal of this study is to inspire teachers from different countries to use 
YA dystopian literature in the classroom. For the same reason, only 
one out of six case studies included in this monograph is devoted to 
a Swedish series. In future publications, I would like to devote more 
attention to the Swedish examples.
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The Power Category of Age: 
Theoretical Framework

In this study, I illustrate how the power category of age and its inter-
sections with sexuality, class, race, ethnicity and educational back-
ground, for example, are constantly highlighted and debated in YA 
dystopian literature. Trites views adolescent literature as an ideolog-
ical institution that both reflects aspects of the world and affects how 
its readers view real-life societies. It simultaneously reflects ideolo-
gies present in the society in which the novel was written about what 
an adolescent is, how an adolescent behaves and how an adolescent 
should behave and perpetuates ideologies about adolescence and 
age-related power aspects through literary works. Therefore, adoles-
cent literature can be viewed as “a discourse of institutional socializa-
tion” (Trites, Disturbing 22). 

I apply this perspective to the genre of YA dystopian literature by 
clarifying how it repeatedly problematises the power category of age 
by interrogating what kind of power the adolescent characters can 
access in their dystopian society and how they use the (limited) pow-
er available to them. This interrogation occurs within the pages of 
literary fiction, but has ideological consequences for how these issues 
are understood and dealt with in the real world, since ideologies in 
literary fiction have the potential to affect empirical readers’ world-
views and actions. Consequently, YA dystopian literature can, for ex-
ample, be used in the classroom to discuss age-related power aspects 
in both the intradiegetic dystopian society of the literary work and in 
the students’ non-fictional societies.

aetonormativitY versus the mightY child

Nikolajeva coined the term aetonormativity, which describes how 
adults are positioned as normative, both in real life and in children’s 
literature. Children are positioned as non-normative, as deviating 
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from the adults in terms of their low age. Accordingly, adults have 
more power and more extensive rights than children (Nikolajeva, 
“Theory” 16). For example, adults can legally drive cars and vote, but 
children cannot. As Nikolajeva clarifies, the power category of age has 
some defining characteristics that make it different to the unequal 
distribution of power between women and men, or LGBTQ+ peo-
ple and heterosexual people, for example. Infants and young children 
cannot be expected to provide for themselves and to live their lives 
independently in the way that society expects adults to do. There 
are logical and well-intentioned reasons for limiting children’s pow-
er, to some extent. However, as Nikolajeva underlines, this has led to 
a rhetoric that claims that adults must protect and control children 
and adolescents for the young people’s own good (Ibid.). This rhetoric 
can easily be used and abused when adults put oppressive policies 
and rules into place and do not respect the opinions of children and 
adolescents, such as about who they want to be or how they want to 
live their lives. 

Henry Giroux introduces the concept of childhood innocence to de-
scribe this rhetoric about the need to protect the young: “Marked as 
innately pure and passive, children are ascribed the right of protec-
tion but are, at the same time, denied a sense of agency and autono-
my” (2). Young people’s “freedoms are curtailed and their constitu-
tional protections and rights of citizenship are restricted” (Giroux 
11). In addition, there is a “contradiction between adult concern for 
the safety of children and the reality of how adults treat children on a 
daily basis. Most of the violence waged against children is by adults” 
(Giroux 16). Thus, Giroux demonstrates how rhetoric about the 
need to protect children does not necessarily match how adults ac-
tually treat children, and simultaneously underlines how childhood 
innocence can be used to keep the young locked in their less powerful 
position. This pattern, which both Nikolajeva and Giroux highlight, 
will be explored throughout this book and its analysis of how the 
adolescent characters are positioned in relationship to the adults in 
their dystopian worlds. 

Another defining characteristic of aetonormativity, which Ni-
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kolajeva underscores using Rowling’s Harry Potter series, is that the 
younger generation of today will grow up to become the adult gen-
eration of tomorrow. Throughout childhood and adolescence, they 
are taught to view adults’ dominant power position as natural and, 
as a consequence, they will be the ones who are responsible for con-
trolling and possibly abusing their own or others’ children once they 
reach adulthood. Nikolajeva exemplifies this argument by clarifying 
how the adult Harry, a father of three children who readers meet in 
the epilogue to the Harry Potter series, is “prepared to oppress his 
own children” (“Theory” 18). She has thus identified a pattern in 
children’s literature that she views as a defining characteristic of how 
aetonormativity also functions in real-life societies. 

In an article called “Harry Potter and the Curse of Aetonorma-
tivity: Age-Related Cognitive Scripts and a Disruption of ‘the Harry 
Potter Literary Schema’” (2020), I compare the young Harry in the 
novels with the adult Harry in the script for the stage play Harry 
Potter and the Cursed Child (2016). Whereas the young Harry chal-
lenges the adults’ way of controlling him and keeping vital informa-
tion from him by repeatedly breaking the adults’ rules and rebelling 
against them—predominantly the evil adults—the adult Harry exerts 
extensive control over his children. He legitimises this behaviour by 
claiming that it is for the children’s own good. Harry thereby utilises 
the rhetoric of aetonormativity, how children need to be protected 
from aspects of the world for their own good. However, he repeatedly 
abuses his position of power, as an adult, to control his children in an 
oppressive way, such as when he stops Albus, his youngest son, from 
seeing his only friend, Scorpius Malfoy. Harry does so because he has 
been told there is a dark threat to Albus, which he assumes is the son 
of his old nemesis, Draco Malfoy (Alkestrand, “Harry” 50–52). The 
discrepancy between the young Harry and the adult Harry fits into 
the overall pattern of children’s literature identified by Nikolajeva. 
When the young become adults they often use and abuse their power 
position as adults in relationship to their own or others’ children. 

In YA dystopian literature, adults and adult institutions repeated-
ly abuse the privileges that are given to them due of their greater age, 
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using their more extensive power to oppress children and adolescents 
instead of protecting them. This oppression is often blatant. There 
are numerous examples of aetonormative power abuse in the novels 
in my corpus. However, young characters repeatedly rebel against the 
adults and their dystopian society in order to create a more just and 
democratic world. In these instances, the adolescents are often suc-
cessful. For example, Katniss in The Hunger Games trilogy experiences 
extreme forms of aetonormative power abuse, most glaringly during 
her participation in the Hunger Games, but she successfully rebels 
against not one, but two, oppressive adult leaders: President Snow 
and the leader of District 13, Alma Coin. She thereby paves the way 
for a new and more democratic society. For this reason, a theoretical 
tool that views young characters as powerless in comparison to adult 
characters is not adequate for my study. 

An alternative view of the power available to both the children 
who read children’s literature and the child characters in children’s 
literature is presented in Clémentine Beauvais’ The Mighty Child: 
Time and Power in Children’s Literature (2015). Where Nikolajeva high-
lights how the normative position of being an adult gives adults the 
power to control children, supposedly for their own good (“Secrets” 
235), Beauvais argues that children simply have a different kind of 
power to adults—the power to creatively deal with the challenges of 
an unknown future after the adult generation has died (Mighty 3, 
101). They thus have distinctly different views of actual and fictive 
children’s ability to affect their own lives. 

Beauvais exemplifies her argument using Rowling’s Harry Potter 
series (Mighty 100–101). Harry Potter’s headmaster, Albus Dumble-
dore, knows that Harry is the only one who can defeat the evil wizard 
Lord Voldemort. He provides Harry with the information that he 
has access to, such as that about Voldemort’s childhood and person-
ality. This information is crucial for Harry’s victory over Voldemort, 
but Harry uses the information given to him by the adult authority 
figure in creative and surprising ways that Dumbledore could nev-
er have foreseen. The child character, Harry, is mighty in the sense 
that he has more time left to profoundly affect the fictional world 
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than Dumbledore does. Harry’s triumph over Voldemort illustrates 
how factual knowledge is not enough for children to be successful 
in their future lives. Adults cannot give children or child characters 
all the tools they need in order to live successful and good lives. The 
potential of what the child might do is what makes it mighty. From 
this perspective, young characters have an inherent ability to affect 
the future long after the adult generation has died. They are thus not 
powerless, but their power is different to that of the adults or the 
adult characters (Ibid.).

The arguments of both Nikolajeva and Beauvais are based on at-
tempts to categorise children’s literature and its depictions of age-
based power relationships to produce a description of this type of 
literature.18 While my theoretical standpoint is indebted to these two 
different conceptions of the power relationships between adults and 
the young, my approach to this power aspect is distinctly different. I 
do not strive to define how this power relationship is expressed in the 
YA dystopian genre as a whole, nor do I think this a possible or fruit-
ful way of approaching the topic in this study. As Christopher Owen 
states, time to change the world “does not provide opportunity for 
all children [or child characters] equally”, due to their different inter-
sectional subject positions, which affords them different possibilities 
to affect their society (194). For example, a white, middle-class child 
with parents who are academics will most likely be able to influence 
their surroundings more profoundly than children who are less priv-
ileged within Western societies. 

Nikolajeva and Beauvais both welcome studies that pay attention 
to power categories other than age. Nikolajeva clarifies that 

18.  However, Nikolajeva highlights one important exception to the aetonor-
mative pattern that she argues permeates children’s literature. She analyses how 
Pippi Longstocking, in the novels by Swedish author Astrid Lindgren, does not 
accept the adults’ normative position. She views the Pippi books as a rather unique 
example of children’s literature that does not confirm an aetonormative worldview 
and instead adheres to a child normativity. The first Pippi book, Pippi Långstrump 
[Pippi Longstocking], was published in Swedish in 1945. (See Nikolajeva, Power 9.) 
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[a]etonormativity does not operate in a vacuum, but is inter-
twined with other heterological structures, including gender, 
ethnicity and class. By taking these into consideration, we can 
reveal how power hierarchies amplify or obscure each other. 
Adult norms can in a literary text be blurred because other 
alterities are more prominent. (Nikolajeva, Power 203)

However, overall, her study still reinforces a binary conception of 
children/adolescents versus adults, viewing them as two distinct 
groups, each defined by their access to power. Beauvais argues that 
“[t]he added complexity of sociological and cultural differences in 
status between adults amongst themselves and children relative to 
one another is of course another essential parameter”, but she stress-
es that this is a topic “for a further study” (11). She thereby states 
that she will not include an intersectional perspective in her study. To 
summarise, there is a need for studies that attempt to move beyond 
this binary and fully embrace an intersectional perspective. This is 
one of the overarching goals of this monograph.

Therefore, instead of proclaiming that young characters are either 
oppressed and unable to wield power, in line with Nikolajeva’s ar-
gument, or are, per definition, mighty because as a group they have 
more time left to affect and change the world they live in, following 
Beauvais’ reasoning, I view these positions as two different motifs 
that can occur in texts aimed at a young audience: the controlled child/
adolescent motif and the mighty child/adolescent motif. 

the controlled child/adolescent and the 
mightY child/adolescent: two motifs

The controlled child/adolescent motif highlights the limited free-
dom and access to opportunity of children/adolescents, in line with 
aetonormativity. The adults are the ones in control, those who wield 
power within the dystopian societies, and they legitimise their ac-
tions by arguing that children and/or adolescents need to be protect-



43 ✺

ed from aspects of reality that their youth means they are, allegedly, 
not ready to deal with. Consequently, young people’s access to pow-
er is restricted, often leading to an all-encompassing and sometimes 
abusive form of control over the young person. The mighty child/
adolescent motif instead portrays children/adolescents as mighty—
that is, as able to change the world due to their specific ability to 
use adult knowledge in creative and unforeseen ways. Instead of be-
ing depicted as controlled by adults and limited due to their youth, 
young people are portrayed as mighty because they have access to 
a kind of power that adults do not. For instance, they can convince 
others to rebel against oppression and thereby actively work towards 
gaining more power and/or creating a more democratic world that 
the adults are not willing to strive towards, or are perhaps not even 
able to conceptualise.

These two motifs carry radically different ideas about the power 
category of age. They can occur on their own or together in specific 
texts in children’s and YA literature, such as YA dystopian literature. 
While the controlled adolescent motif showcases the limitations of 
young people’s power, the mighty adolescent motif highlights their 
power to influence the way that their world is organised. I use the 
motifs as tools for identifying different conceptions of adolescent 
characters’ access to power in a specific novel.19 This allows the anal-
ysis of each young character’s access to and/or lack of power in a spe-
cific YA dystopian text, investigating who is portrayed as controlled/
mighty in different situations and identifying what ideologies are 
communicated through the depiction of these two motifs. Simulta-
neously, this opens up for an intersectional analysis that not only 
highlights age-related power structures, but also power relations tied 
to other power categories.

The defining characteristics of the power category of age mean 
that it poses specific challenges in non-fictional societies, both in-

19.  For an alternative way of theorising these two motifs as two cognitive 
scripts, see Alkestrand, “Harry Potter and the Curse of Aetonormativity: Age-Re-
lated Cognitive Scripts and a Disruption of ‘the Harry Potter Literary Schema’” 
(2020).
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side and outside the classroom. How can adults empower children 
while remaining responsible adults who ensure that children are pro-
tected from harm? How can teachers treat children as equals while 
maintaining the inescapable relationship of power between them and 
their students? For example, a teacher sets rules, scrutinises students’ 
achievements and determines their grades, while students have to fol-
low these rules and do well in examinations in order to have opportu-
nities to acquire the knowledge and education they need when trying 
to establish themselves on the labour market. While this study does 
not strive to answer these questions, it has been born from a belief 
that YA dystopian literature’s interrogations of the power category 
of age have the potential to ask difficult questions about this power 
relationship. The fact that these literary works raise these questions 
can contribute to further theoretical reflections on age—reflections 
that are of equal importance to everyone, whatever their age. In this 
sense, the educational potential of YA dystopian literature, as regards 
the power category of age, is indeed age-less. 

The Matrix of Domination: 
A Theoretical Tool for Analysing 

an Oppressive Society
Although this study focuses on age-related power structures in YA 
dystopian literature, its intersectional approach requires a theoretical 
framework that allows this power category to be analysed in rela-
tionship to other power structures in the intradiegetic societies of 
YA dystopian literature. For this purpose, I use Patricia Hill Collins’ 
concept of the matrix of domination. This concept has been developed 
to analyse racial oppression in relation to class, sexuality, gender and 
nation in human societies. Hill Collins presents it as a new way of 
understanding dominance and resistance, using a Black feminist per-
spective (273, 275).20 I will expand the concept to encompass other 

20.  Owen has applied this concept to the analysis of literary fiction in his 
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power categories such as age and (dis)ability, and thereby analyse op-
pression based on age and its intersections with other power catego-
ries.21 My focus is thus on a different power category than that of Hill 
Collins, who uses race as her focal point.

In line with Michel Foucault’s conception of power (cf. Foucault 
148–149), Hill Collins regards power “not as something that groups 
possess, but as an intangible entity that circulates within a particu-
lar matrix of domination and to which individuals stand in varying 
relationships” (274). This emphasises the contextual dependence of 
an individual’s access to power. Each society, or in this case, each 
fictional society, can potentially have its own matrix of domination, 
in which certain classes, races, genders, nationalities, etcetera, are de-
fined as superior and others as inferior. Hill Collins also clarifies how 
each person’s “subjectivity frames human actions within a matrix of 
domination” (Ibid.). In short, the way a person is positioned within 
their society affects their actions and interactions with other people, 
since “[e]ach individual derives varying amounts of penalty and priv-
ilege from the multiple systems of oppression which frame everyone’s 
lives” (Hill Collins 287). 

Domination is defined “as encompassing intersecting oppressions 
of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation”, which “points to the sig-
nificance of these oppressions in shaping the overall organization of 
a particular matrix of domination” (Hill Collins 275). I argue that 

doctoral thesis on systemic oppression in Anglophone middle-grade fantasy and 
science fiction, arguing that Hill Collins’ approach provides “a more holistic and 
intersectional approach to society, enabling it to work well as a framework for 
studying systemic oppression” (11). I have previously used this concept in a book 
chapter about racial oppression and white privilege in two YA dystopian series 
available in Swedish: the Blood Rain series (2014–2017) that I analyse in the chap-
ter on adolescent mothers and Die Eleria Trilogie [the Eleria Tril ogy] (published 
in German 2012–2014) by Austrian author Ursula Poznanski (see Alkestrand, 
“(De)Stabilizing the Boundaries between ‘Us’ and ‘Them’: Racial Oppression and 
 Racism in Two YA Dystopias Available in Swedish” (2021)). 

21.  Owen similarly includes age as a relevant power category in the matrix 
of domination, highlighting for example an intersection between aetonormativity 
and speciesism in one of his primary texts (153). Speciesism refers to “prejudice or 
discrimination based on species” (Merriam Webster, “speciesism”).
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other power categories, such as age, (dis)ability and ethnicity, are also 
significant when adopting an intersectional approach to domination 
in YA dystopian literature, and should therefore be considered in re-
lation to the matrix of domination in this study. When the matrix of 
domination is applied to non-realist genres, such as science fiction 
and fantasy, there may also be other power hierarchies based on tech-
nology or magic, for example, that profoundly affect the matrix of 
domination in that particular fictional universe. 

The matrix of domination consists of four different domains: the 
structural domain, the disciplinary domain, the hegemonic domain and the 
interpersonal domain. The structural domain organises oppression by 
regulating citizenship and rights, as well as establishing policies (Hill 
Collins 276). It also “encompasses how social institutions are orga-
nized” to subordinate certain groups, establishing who is privileged 
and who is not (Hill Collins 277). For example, in The Hunger Games 
trilogy, the structural domain divides Panem into the Capitol, where 
the privileged people live, and the districts, where the inhabitants are 
oppressed by the Capitol. 

The disciplinary domain manages oppression through rules, hier-
archies and how organisations are run. Discrimination and an unfair 
division of privileges, such as the best jobs and specific rights, add to 
this domination. Surveillance is also used to discipline the inhabi-
tants. While policies are a part of the structural domain, the way spe-
cific organisations are organised belongs in the disciplinary domain 
(Hill Collins 276–277, 280). One example from Collins’ trilogy is the 
rule that twenty-four children from the districts must participate in 
the Hunger Games each year. The Games function as a tool for disci-
plining and controlling the districts. 

The hegemonic domain justifies oppression using consciousness, 
ideology and culture. It “aims to justify practices” in the structural 
and disciplinary domains (Hill Collins 284), and, to do this, it has 
to establish the approval of the subordinated group. This is achieved 
through a “manipulation of ideas, images, symbols, and ideologies” 
(Hill Collins 285). In Collins’ trilogy, the Games are broadcast and 
turned into a spectacle that the inhabitants have to watch. They are 
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therefore used to indoctrinate the inhabitants into believing that the 
Games are a natural part of life and, in some districts, they even be-
come a way to pursue a career. The TV show perpetuates ideologies 
about how the districts deserve to be punished in the Hunger Games, 
as well as the belief that there is only one way to survive the Games: 
to kill all the other Tributes, that is, the other children participating. 

The interpersonal domain, finally, consists of individuals’ lived ex-
periences, which involve interactions with other people in various con-
stellations (Hill Collins 287). At this level, the interactions between 
Katniss and President Snow, for example, contribute to the latter’s 
oppression of the former. He is responsible for sending Katniss to a 
second round of the Games the year after she and Peeta Mellark have 
defeated the Gamemakers, when she forced them to let them both win 
and thus survive the Games (Collins, Mockingjay 208–209). Snow’s 
oppression of Katniss therefore has a profound impact on her life.

These four domains are all interconnected, according to Hill Col-
lins: “By manipulating ideology and culture, the hegemonic domain 
acts as a link between social institutions (structural domain), their 
organizational practices (disciplinary domain), and the level of ev-
eryday social interaction (interpersonal domain)” (284). This em-
phasis on the importance of ideology when constructing a matrix 
of domination is one of the main reasons why I regard Hill Collins’ 
theory of domination as beneficial for this study. By investigating 
age-related power structures in relation to all these domains, as well 
as in relation to intersections with other power categories, this study 
aims to explore how age-related power structures are experienced by 
young characters, but also how they are created, maintained and le-
gitimised within the characters’ fictional dystopian worlds.

Hill Collins clarifies how a challenge to different types of domina-
tion can be organised. The structural domain can be affected through 
reforms and/or revolutions, the disciplinary domain through changes 
from inside the institutions and organisations, and the hegemonic 
domain’s ideologies can be counteracted using “counter-hegemonic 
knowledge”, which is knowledge that proves the hegemonic ideol-
ogies upon which the oppression is based to be faulty (Hill Collins 
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277–278, 281, 285). Changes in the other domains affect the inter-
personal interactions.

In this study, I will show that all these types of resistance can be 
found in YA dystopian literature. Rebellions and revolutions are 
common. Many of these rebellions are righteous, since the reasons 
for the rebellion are depicted as righteous; they also lead to a major 
change in the status quo, which functions as a step towards change 
that contributes to a more just and less dystopian organisation of 
society (Alkestrand, “Righteous” 110, 114–115). However, these re-
bellions often lead to violence and even death, repeatedly turning 
the rebellious youth into killers. I will explore the motif of adolescent 
killers in the next chapter. In the chapter on adolescent mothers, I 
will touch on how protecting your child from a dystopian society 
can become a motivation for challenging and/or rebeling against a 
dystopian regime. 

Previous Research on 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature

Research on YA dystopian literature is rich and covers many different 
topics and theoretical approaches. Much of the research has focused 
on a few famous YA dystopian works, predominately Collins’ Hun-
ger Games trilogy and Veronica Roth’s Divergent trilogy (2011–2013), 
but there is research on less well-known YA dystopian literature too. 
Most studies take the form of articles, which creates some limitations 
for these studies’ scope and/or depth, but there are also monographs 
devoted to YA dystopian literature. As this overview will clarify, there 
is a continuing need for more full-length studies of this genre, in 
order to move beyond brief analyses of one or a few texts, on the 
one hand, and brief overviews of a larger corpus, on the other hand, 
allowing more extensive and detailed studies of the genre.

This section presents an overview of some central research areas 
that I have identified. A more detailed overview of research on edu-
cational approaches to, and applications of, YA dystopian literature 
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is presented in Chapter 3, which is devoted to its application in the 
classroom. Research pertaining to the two motifs under investiga-
tion—the adolescent killer and the adolescent mother—is presented 
in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. The purpose of the overview is to clarify 
which topics have been analysed to date and to situate my own study 
of the two motifs within the research field.

love, romance and sex(ualitY)

One research area focuses on love, romance and sex(uality). Given 
that this is one of the three central topics of adolescent literature 
according to Trites (Disturbing x), this does not come as a surprise. 
In dystopian settings, these aspects of the adolescent characters’ lives 
are rigorously controlled. 

A chapter in Sexual Content in Young Adult Literature: Reading be-
tween the Sheets (2015) by Bryan Gillis and Joanna Simpson, identifies 
five different types of sex-related topics in the genre. The first one is 
“government-controlled sex”, which is investigated in works such as 
George Orwell’s 1984 and Lauren Oliver’s Delirium (2011) (Gillis and 
Simpson 77). The second one is “drug-induced sexual apathy”. Here, 
Lowry’s The Giver is used as an example. In Lowry’s novel, everyone 
who has reached puberty is supposed to take a pill that removes sexu-
al attraction (Gillis and Simpson 81). The third one, “disease-induced 
sexual abstinence”, is discussed in relation to Scott Westerfeld’s Peeps 
(2005) (Gillis and Simpson 83). The fourth category explores “sex in 
the midst of an apocalypse”, using Andrew Smith’s Grasshopper Jungle 
(2014) (Gillis and Simpson 85). The final category looks closer at 
“sex and romance in dystopian series”, for example The Hunger Games 
trilogy and Roth’s Divergent trilogy—two series that are included in 
my corpus. Gillis and Simpson argue that these series are first and 
foremost dystopian, since the romance elements do “not overshadow 
the dystopian structure of the stories” (90; quotation on 96).

Debra Dudek’s article clarifies how love can function as a rebel-
lion through her analysis of the Delirium trilogy (2011–2013) and the 
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Matched trilogy (2010–2012) by Ally Condie (161). This connection 
between sexual awakening and rebellion is explored by Day in “Doc-
ile Bodies, Dangerous Bodies: Sexual Awakening and Social Resis-
tance in Young Adult Dystopian Novels” (2016), where she argues 
that “young women depicted in such dystopian novels first encoun-
ter and learn about the possibilities of social rebellion through their 
relationships with young men who have already established their 
own rebellious paths” (90). She thus ties the discussion of sexuality 
to both the depiction of rebellion and gender in her primary texts. 

In my study, I will address love, romance and sexuality in relation 
to the motif of the adolescent mother.

ecocritical approaches

Many works of YA dystopian literature focus on environmental de-
struction, and several scholars have applied an ecocritical perspec-
tive to this type of literature. For example, an article by Åsa Nilsson 
Skåve discusses the portrayal of environmental destruction in a se-
lection of Swedish YA literature. Nilsson Skåve mentions how the 
Blodregn [Blood Rain] series (2014–2017) by Swedish author Mats 
Wahl, which I analyse in one of the case studies in the chapter on 
adolescent mothers, blames the older generation for environmental 
crises that include sandstorms and floods in a dystopian future Swe-
den. The adolescent protagonist, Elin Holme, works hard to protect 
and improve the environment when she becomes a young politician 
(“Dystopiska” 102–103). 

An article by Megan McDonough and Katherine A. Wagner anal-
yses how rebelliousness and the resulting agency, in the form of rebel-
lions, are linked to contact with nature as the polar opposite of tech-
nology and urbanisation in YA dystopian literature. For example, the 
protagonist Tally Youngblood’s rebellious awakening in Westerfeld’s 
Uglies (2005) takes place in the Smoke, a small settlement outside 
the high-tech city (McDonough and Wagner 160–161). Westerfeld’s 
book series is included in my corpus. The article’s authors argue that 



51 ✺

ecofeminism, an approach that combines a focus on the environment 
and gender, can highlight how characters in novels such as Uglies gain 
agency and power in contact with nature (McDonough and Wag-
ner 168). Therefore, their article applies an ecocritical perspective.

In a similar vein, Micah-Jade M. Coleman utilises the concept 
of environmental injustice in relationship to Sherri L. Smith’s Orleans 
(2013) in her master’s thesis. According to Coleman, this novel, which 
explores a post-apocalyptic New Orleans, portrays the city in ques-
tion as connected to the South (4). The division between the “devel-
oped North” and the “developing South” in the novel is depicted as 
a reason behind environmental destruction, since it promotes envi-
ronmental racism in which the North is positioned as superior to the 
South (Ibid.). Two other examples of research that focuses on envi-
ronmental destruction are Alexa Weik Von Mossner’s “Hope in Dark 
Times: Climate Change and the World Risk Society in Saci Lloyd’s 
The Carbon Diaries 2015 and 2017” (2013), which examines two books 
where climate change affects values and norms, so that Von Mossner 
regards it as “an example of ‘critical eco-dystopias’” (69; quotation on 
70), and Elaine Ostry’s analysis of connections between environmen-
tal destruction, on the one hand, and technology and consumerism, 
on the other (“On” 101).

There is an entire monograph devoted to the topic of the relation-
ship between the environment and humanity in YA fiction: Alice 
Curry’s Environmental Crisis in Young Adult Fiction: A Poetics of Earth 
(2013). Curry explores YA literature as a whole, but she highlights 
some aspects of YA dystopian literature. For example, she analyses 
the scene in which Katniss fires an arrow into the pig’s mouth on the 
Gamemakers’ table when they ignore her: “Whilst Katniss initial-
ly undergoes a process of objectification whereby her animal body 
becomes alien to herself [through the makeovers in the Capitol], 
she thus succeeds in reclaiming her animality as a subversive gesture 
against oppression” (Curry 53). When Katniss embraces her body 
and her athletic nature, she no longer lets the Capitol shape her into 
a pretty doll. Curry highlights how adolescents can play a central part 
in attempts to change the world and make it more ecologically sus-
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tainable, since they are not yet a part of the adult generation and thus 
have the ability to see flaws in the systems that adults have created 
and/or are upholding (197).

One example of a study that addresses ecocritical perspectives and 
Collins’ trilogy is Jennifer Harrison’s article, which focuses on sus-
tainability versus commodity in the series. She argues that “Collins 
sets up a dichotomy between social and political exploitation and the 
sustainable human and environmental relationships modelled by the 
rebels”, clarifying how there are two distinctly different views of the 
relationship between humans and the environment in Collins’ series 
(Harrison, “Bread” 159).

Another analysis that addresses the relationship between humans 
and their surroundings, albeit from a slightly different perspective 
than ecocriticism, is Roxanne Harde’s analysis of Katniss’ Appala-
chian heritage and the way this affects her character in Collins’ trilo-
gy. Harde argues that her Appalachian body gives Katniss resilience 
and the ability to withstand physical hardships because of its connec-
tion to her home region (58). She “embodies her home district, the 
Appalachian hills of the southeastern United States” (Harde 57). 

In this monograph, I highlight sustainability issues where they are 
relevant, despite choosing not to incorporate an ecocritical perspec-
tive in my study. For example, in the chapter on adolescent mothers, 
I highlight the attempts made by Elin, the protagonist in the Blood 
Rain series, to work for a healthier environment. 

post-human readings

Scholars have also applied a post-human perspective to YA dystopi-
an literature. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “post-human” 
as “[o]f or relating to a hypothetical species that might evolve from 
human beings, as by means of genetic or bionic augmentation” 
(“post-human”).

The distinction between humans, nonhumans and the post-hu-
mans is explored by Elaine Ostry. In her article, she argues that a 



53 ✺

recurrent trend in YA dystopian literature and other types of science 
fiction for young readers is the use of biotechnology to control the 
young generation, to an even greater extent than the control adults 
have over children in real-life societies (Ostry, “Is” 223). An article by 
Erin T. Newcomb also focuses on the post-human in the form of a 
clone in Nancy Farmer’s The House of the Scorpion (2002) (175). 

In Harrison’s monograph Posthumanist Readings in Dystopian Young 
Adult Fiction: Negotiating the Nature/Culture Divide (2019), she anal-
yses The Giver and Philip Reeve’s Mortal Engines quartet, for exam-
ple—two series that are included in my corpus. She argues that works 
of YA dystopian literature explore post-humanist possibilities. They 

provide models for how young people can positively negotiate 
between the development of individual subjectivity and col-
lective identity; they offer new ways of considering concepts 
such as time, progress, evolution, and development; they re-
consider binary constructions and hierarchies; they renego-
tiate and reconsider social structures such as the family and 
the community; and finally, they depict identity and bodies as 
fluid, fractured, and mutable. (Harrison, Posthumanist 3)

All these aspects tie into a reconsideration of the relationship be-
tween humans and the environment, according to Harrison (Ibid.).

Attempts to enhance humans and humanity in YA dystopian lit-
erature are investigated by Anna Bugajska in Engineering Youth: The 
Evantropian Project in Young Adult Dystopias (2019). For example, she 
analyses American author Neal Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe trilo-
gy (2016–2019), to which I devote a case study in my chapter on 
adolescent killers. Discussing concepts such as post-humanism and 
trans-humanism, Bugajska argues that “[t]he inescapable idealiza-
tion of the juvenile protagonists makes them necessary harbingers 
of hope and the carriers of various utopian standards” (18). She 
highlights how body modifications are common within the genre, 
and that these are often used as a part of the evantropian project of 
improving humanity. For example, these aspects are mentioned as 
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important in both the Arc of a Scythe trilogy and Westerfeld’s Uglies 
series (2005–2007) (Bugajska 168). I will return to Bugajska’s study 
in my case study of Shusterman’s trilogy. 

aspects of power

During my extensive reading of previous research on YA dystopian 
literature it has become clear that the vast majority of research on 
this genre is devoted to power aspects, agency and/or resistance to 
existing power relationships in the form of rebellions and revolu-
tions. In “The Future is Pale: Race in Contemporary Young Adult 
Dystopian Novels” (2013), Mary J. Couzelis argues that many YA 
dystopian novels do not address racial and ethnic diversity, and that 
Lois Lowry’s The Giver (1993), Scott Westerfeld’s Uglies (2005) and 
Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games (2008) all endorse white priv-
ilege and do not question the racial hierarchies of contemporary 
society (132). Depictions of race and racism are also highlighted in 
the Race in Young Adult Speculative Fiction (2021) anthology, edited by 
Green-Barteet and Meghan Gilbert-Hickey. The book is divided into 
the following sections, illustrating the kind of questions posed in the 
anthology: defining diversity, erasing race, lineages of whiteness and 
racialised identities. For example, Alex Polish analyses “The Racial 
Coding of Dis/ability in the Divergent Series”, arguing that people 
with damaged genes are treated as (dis)abled in the final novel of 
the series, Allegiant (2013), but that the racial implications of the eu-
genics campaign are not highlighted. Racialised characters are also 
othered, and the racist oppression directed against them is not ac-
knowledged within the narrative (Polish 165–166).

Another study that focuses on race is Elizabeth Ebony Thomas’ 
The Dark Fantastic: Race and the Imagination from Harry Potter to the 
Hunger Games (2019). Thomas analyses both the negative reactions 
to the casting of the mixed-race actress Amandla Stenberg for the 
role of Rue in Collins’ series and race aspects of the trilogy and its 
movie adaptations. She clarifies that the outrage over how Rue was 
not played by a white actress, even though she is explicitly described 
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as dark-skinned in the novels, shows how white readers were not able 
to conceptualise Rue as racialised. In her analysis of the novels and 
the movies, she “show[s] how the novel’s moral center of gravity is 
transferred from Rue to Katniss, as the benefits of Rue’s sacrifice pro-
vide not only the impetus for Katniss’s revolution but also directly 
enable it” (Thomas 39). 

Claire P. Curtis analyses two YA dystopian novels that offer rad-
ically different opportunities to “awaken a desire in readers to think 
about the role they can play as young adults and the responsibilities 
they might have in creating a new world” (97). In her article, she ar-
gues that while Julie Bertagna’s Exodus (2009) encourages readers to 
become active in creating a new and better society, Susan Beth Pfef-
fer’s Last Survivors series (2006–2013) does not; instead, Curtis ar-
gues that Pfeffer’s text presents injustice as impossible to overcome, 
which leaves readers with the pessimistic message that there is no 
point in trying to create a better world (85–86).

Bridgette Barclay also addresses the connections between different 
power categories in her analysis of Libba Bray’s Beauty Queens (2011), 
a novel included in my corpus, which includes depictions of a trans-
gender22 character, a queer character, race and (dis)ability. The novel 
“offers an honest discourse about multiple removals from power and 
satirizes dominant culture’s norms to show the power of becoming, of 
indeterminacy, and of hybridity” (141), according to Barclay’s article.

A great deal of the research on power relationships focuses on 
gender. Often this topic is dealt with in relation to adolescent re-
bellions. The Female Rebellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction essay 
collection aims to explore 

the ways in which the dystopian mode provides girls—who 
continue to be constructed as passive and weak within much 

22.  Transgender is “an umbrella term to describe someone who identifies as a 
different gender than the one assigned at birth. Transgender people may describe 
themselves using one or more of a wide variety of terms, including (but not limit-
ed to) gender-fluid, non-binary, agender, trans man, or trans woman” (Owen and 
Lauchlan-Ford 12).
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of Western culture—with the means to challenge the status 
quo, even as many of these works remain invested in elements 
of romance that may be seen as limiting girls’ agency. (Day, 
Green-Barteet and Montz 4) 

For example, Mary Jeanette Moran explores the physical transforma-
tions of Tally Youngblood, the protagonist in Scott Westerfeld’s Ug-
lies trilogy, as a process of increasing rebelliousness in relation to the 
existing social order. Her final rebellion takes place when she is able 
to independently counteract brain modifications imposed on her and 
the vast majority of citizens by the government (Moran 137). 

In the same essay collection, Ann M. M. Childs discusses how it 
seems to be impossible for female characters in YA dystopian liter-
ature to establish long-lasting friendships with other girls, as they 
constantly have to choose between love interests and friendships, 
with the former being prioritised: 

Despite the subversive elements that mark rebellion in young 
adult dystopian fiction, in cases where a female protagonist 
has a prominent female friendship, the friendship will be sac-
rificed in order to reconcile dystopia’s hopelessness with the 
hopefulness of young adult fiction, often at the cost of rein-
forcing negative female stereotypes. (187) 

This conclusion is similar to Isabel Santaularia’s, whose article argues 
that the authors of YA fiction “foreclose alternative possibilities for 
radically female futures and pre-empt the political participation of 
girls in the construction of a new world” (16). She thereby illuminates 
the connection between female heroes and contemporary gender 
norms. In her master’s thesis, Stephanie Vega also discusses gender in 
relation to rebellion, arguing that protagonists in YA dystopian lit-
erature are simultaneously portrayed as action heroines and romance 
heroines, which ultimately leads to the confirmation of a patriarchal23 

23.  A patriarchy is defined by Geraldine Moane as a society in which “almost 
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status quo (iii). Yet another analysis of heroes in YA dystopian litera-
ture, such as Collins’s series, can be found in Louisa MacKay Demer-
jian’s article “What Makes a Young Adult Dystopian Hero?” (2016). 

Hentges’ monograph Girls on Fire: Transformative Heroines in Young 
Adult Dystopian Literature (2018), which I referred to in the section 
on definitions of YA dystopian literature, focuses on female heroines 
from a broad range of primary texts. For example, Hentges describes 
the historical roots of the genre, recurrent themes and othered girls 
in YA dystopian literature. I will address Hentges’ study in more de-
tail in the analysis chapters. 

In her doctoral thesis, Reductive Reproduction: Intersectional Mater-
nity in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction (2016), Gilbert-Hickey analyses 
different types of mothers in YA dystopian literature, arguing that 
“[t]he normative maternal role is impossible for poor women, young 
women, queer women, unmarried women, and women of color pre-
cisely because of their intersectional identities” (Gilbert-Hickey ab-
stract). She thus ties depictions of motherhood to gender, age, sex-
uality, race and class and their intersections. I will cover this study 
in-depth in Chapter 2 on adolescent mothers.

In the anthology Handmaids, Tributes and Carers: Dystopian Fe-
males’ Roles and Goals (2018), edited by Myrna J. Santos, gender ex-
pectations are explored from a variety of angles. For example, Ryan 
K. Strader analyses agrarian ideals in The Hunger Games through an 
analysis of the hunter, the garden and democracy. Benjamin C. Park-
er investigates revolutionary women and their resistance to oppres-
sive regimes in The Hunger Games trilogy and the Divergent trilogy, for 
example. Christa van Raalte analyses the older female antagonists in 
the film adaptations of the same series, and Alison J. Halsall argues 
that heteronormative gender ideals limit opportunities for female 
empowerment in Collins’ and Roth’s series, and that it is possible to 
read Katniss as a queer character (62, 64). 

In their article, Lisa Manter and Lauren Francis explore Katniss’ 

all of the major systems of society […] which are hierarchically organized are male 
dominated” (28).
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romantic and non-romantic desires. They argue that Katniss displays 
more love and desire for her sister Prim and for Rue, another Trib-
ute, than for the two young men in the series’ love triangle: Gale 
Hawthorne and Peeta. In their article, they view her as “queer” in 
the broad sense, as a character who disrupts norms. Their aim is to 
“highlight her potential as a queer figure who challenges mainstream 
expectations of teen romance” (Manter and Francis 287).

The topic of queerness in YA dystopian literature is interrogated 
in an article by Green-Barteet and Coste. They clarify how most pro-
tagonists in this genre are still heterosexual and cisgender, but even 
novels that include queer characters reinscribe heteronormativity24. 
They

analyze The Scorpion Rules (2015) and Love in the Time of Glob-
al Warming (2013), both of which feature queer girl protag-
onists, and conclude that these texts ultimately marginalize 
that queerness. While they offer readers queer female protag-
onists, they also equate queerness with non-normative bodies 
and reaffirm heteronormativity. The rebellion of both protag-
onists effectively distances them from the queer agency they 
have developed throughout the narratives. (Green-Barteet 
and Coste 82)

There is thus a need for more YA dystopian literature that includes 
queer characters in a way that challenges heteronormativity in a 
more profound sense than the novels analysed by Green-Barteet and 
Coste. 

Raising the same issue of the importance of diverse characters, 
S. R. Toliver’s article states that the current tendency in publishing to 

24.  As Marcus Herz and Thomas Johansson clarify, “[h]eteronormativity 
points at the everyday and mundane ways in which heterosexuality is privileged 
and taken for granted, that is, normalized and naturalized” (1011). As a conse-
quence, heterosexual people are privileged, while people with other sexual orienta-
tions are viewed as non-normative and therefore not entitled to the same privileges 
as heterosexual people. This creates a system of oppression.
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not give much room to non-white characters “promotes the idea that 
white female adolescent protagonists of the future get to experience 
freedom, equality, and societal progress, while adolescent females of 
color get to remain ignored as they continue to struggle for mere 
existence” (187). This reinforces the need for more diverse YA dys-
topian literature. Toliver analyses fifteen YA dystopian novels with 
non-white central characters.

Robin A. Parent’s doctoral thesis consists of a reader-response 
focused analysis of YA dystopian novels and their reception by ad-
olescent girls and women. The study does not include any male or 
non-binary respondents. It illustrates differences in the response to 
female protagonists in YA dystopian literature in the various age 
groups (Parent 6), thereby highlighting an intersection between gen-
der and age. While the number of respondents is too small to gener-
alise the results, it points towards a crucial difference in feminist ap-
proaches: “The women participants demonstrated a broader societal 
concern, such as those shared by second wave feminists. The girls, in 
contrast, were firmly situated within individualist aspects of third-
wave feminism” (Parent iv). This illustrates the need to conduct fur-
ther empirical studies, through which differences between different 
groups of people and their interpretations can be highlighted. 

While most gender-focused studies of YA dystopian literature 
concentrate on female characters, and particularly on female protag-
onists, some research has been conducted that focuses on the con-
struction of masculinity. In her article, Jessica Seymour argues that 
there is a wider conception of masculinity in YA dystopian literature 
than in traditional definitions of masculinity. This includes a care cir-
cle, a trait that is traditionally associated with femininity. The male 
protagonists that she analyses, for example Agent Six of Hearts in 
The Lab (2006) by Jack Heath, are not willing to kill other people 
until they are faced with the choice between killing someone in order 
to protect their care circle, which is their loved ones, and not being 
able to protect them at all (Seymour 628, 637).

Research on age as a power category, including generational pow-
er differences is, like gender, a significant field of research. The essays 
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in Female Rebellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction focus on young 
female protagonists, thereby highlighting intersections between age 
and gender, more or less explicitly. The introduction clarifies that 
in recent years there has been a lot of focus on what it means to be 
a young women in literature, which the editors view as indicating 
an aim to “reconsider and redefine adolescent womanhood” among 
authors, scholars, parents and today’s young women (Day et al. 5). 

The practice of child sacrifice in The Hunger Games trilogy is ex-
plored in Susan Shau Ming Tan’s article (“Burn” 55), and Susan Lou-
ise Stewart’s article explores the same topic in Neal Shusterman’s 
Unwind (2007). Heather Snell analyses the construction of young 
saviours in Unwind in her article. Abbie Ventura’s article problema-
tises a conception of the child as a revolutionary subject through an 
analysis of M. T. Anderson’s Feed (2002), Nancy Farmer’s The House 
of the Scorpion (2002) and Pete Hautman’s Rash (2006) (89, 91). In her 
article, Patricia Kennon analyses gender structures in YA dystopian 
literature, where children create their own societies after the adults 
have disappeared in one way or another (40). 

The importance of memories of childhood in Hugh Scott’s Why 
Weeps the Brogan? (1989), Ruth Hooker’s Kennaquhair (1976) and 
Robert C. O’Brien’s Z for Zachariah (1974) is highlighted in Eliza-
beth Braithwaite’s article. She argues that “all three texts suggest 
that childhood is innately innocent, and that it can be called upon 
through memory or invoked through experience to support a pos-
itive social order, to challenge a negative one, or to enable a tran-
sition toward self-actualisation” (Braithwaite, “When” 56). Hentges 
defines O’Brien’s novel as one of the roots of the YA dystopian genre 
(unnumbered page before the title page). 

In another article by Braithwaite that focuses on constructions of 
guilt, she argues that 

[i]n post-nuclear texts for young adults the emphasis tends to 
be on the perceived responsibility of the young adult reader’s 
generation to work towards preventing the disaster from be-
coming reality, rather than on the guilt of the adult generation 
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that caused the disaster. However, in texts dealing with envi-
ronmental disaster, the young adult reader’s generation can be 
seen to have some measure of culpability, and so the issues of 
guilt and responsibility become more complex. (“The Hope” 1)

Responsibility for the society gone awry is thus put on different 
groups in different types of disaster texts, according to Braithwaite.

All these studies address aspects of what it means to be a young 
character in a YA dystopian text. Throughout this study, I will ex-
plore this question further in my analysis of adolescent killers and 
adolescent mothers. 

other topics and approaches

In addition to the recurrent topics of previous research that I have 
addressed this far, scholars have also devoted critical attention to 
subjects that include the sorting into different factions in the first 
two books of Veronica Roth’s Divergent trilogy, Divergent (2011) and 
Insurgent (2012) (Basu), different genres that affect specific YA dys-
topian novels (Lauer; Broad), technology and literacy as a tool for 
rebellion (McDuffie), the connections between the Hunger Games 
as gladiator games and computer/video games (Muller 51), the role 
of surveillance in the Hunger Games (Brost 92), and food’s associa-
tion with rebellion in The Hunger Games trilogy (Gilbert-Hickey 95). 
Sarah Hardstaff also touches on the role of food in Collins’ trilogy 
in her article, arguing that when Katniss arrives in the Capitol she is 
fattened up for the kill in a manner similar to Hansel and Gretel in 
the fairy tale (49). 

The relationship of YA dystopian literature to the overall develop-
ment of YA fiction is investigated by Chelsea Elmore in her honours 
essay. Through a text analysis of Veronica Roth’s Divergent trilogy, 
which is included in my corpus, she explores the following question: 
“How does the increasingly popular YA dystopian fiction reflect re-
alism and mimesis?” (5). She argues that “[m]imetic theory suggests 
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that teenagers can find therapeutic closure in a dystopia because the 
text represents a shadow of reality rather than its harsh actuality” 
(Elmore 44), thereby clarifying that there are mimetic elements in 
YA dystopian literature that reflect aspects of non-fictional societies. 

These examples of other topics in previous research illustrate the 
diversity of scholarly interest in YA dystopian literature.

*

To summarise, there are many previous studies of YA dystopian lit-
erature, and they have focused on many different topics. Most of this 
research has been published in article form, resulting in obvious re-
straints on both how thorough the analyses can be and the size of 
the text corpuses that can be explored. Therefore, there is a need to 
expand the current research with more full-length studies, in which 
it is possible to provide both deep analysis of specific works of YA 
dystopian literature and the scope and defining characteristics of the 
genre as a whole. This monograph aims to address both these over-
arching goals. As I will clarify more in depth in the analysis chapters, 
as yet there is little research on the motifs of the adolescent killer and 
the adolescent mother in YA dystopian literature. My study strives to 
illustrate what insights can be gained from focusing on these motifs, 
as well as to exemplify how the monograph format and a large text 
corpus can aid a thorough analysis of YA dystopian literature. 

The Design of the Study: 
Outline and Why it Looks the Way it Does

In addition to the introductory chapter, this study has three chapters 
and a conclusion. The first two chapters, “Chapter 1: To Kill or Be 
Killed? Adolescent Killers in Young Adult Dystopian Literature” and 
“Chapter 2: Protecting Your Child at All Costs: Adolescent Mothers 
in Young Adult Dystopian Literature”, address the two motifs that I 
use to highlight age-related power structures. Each chapter includes 
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an overview of different categories of the motif present in my corpus, 
as well as three case studies. At the end of each chapter, I identify, 
summarise and compare the ideologies linked to age-related power 
structures that are communicated in each case study, thereby clari-
fying the motifs’ educational potential as regards age-related pow-
er structures. The third chapter, “Adolescent Killers and Mothers in 
the Curriculum: Classroom Exploration of Adult Oppression of the 
Young Using Young Adult Dystopian Literature” utilises the chap-
ters on textual analysis as a stepping stone for six suggestions for 
teaching plans. The chapter thus provides inspiration for how the 
educational potential of each motif identified in the previous two 
chapters can be actualised in the classroom. The study ends with a 
conclusion called “Mothers and Murderers in Young Adult Dystopi-
an Literature: Concluding Remarks”.

The chapter about adolescent killers in YA dystopian literature 
presents previous research on the topic and provides an overview of 
the nine different categories of adolescent killers I found in my cor-
pus. The three case studies analyse the different types of adolescent 
killers and killings present in American author Christina Henry’s The 
Girl in Red (2019), Iranian-American author Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter 
Me series (2011–2020) and American author Neal Shusterman’s Arc 
of a Scythe trilogy (2016–2019). The chapter focuses on the protago-
nists Red in Henry’s novel, Juliette Ferrars in Mafi’s series and both 
Citra Terranova and Rowan Damisch in Neal Shusterman’s trilogy. It 
also identifies the ideologies related to the power category of age that 
are communicated by the motif of the adolescent killer in each novel/
series, as well as compares the three text examples with each other. 

In the chapter on adolescent mothers, I introduce five different 
types of adolescent mothers found in my corpus of primary texts. I 
relate these categories both to previous research and to the histor-
ical heritage of YA dystopian literature in feminist science fiction, 
which addresses reproduction, gender and motherhood. The three 
case studies are an analysis of the characters Lyda Mertz in American 
author Julianna Baggott’s Pure trilogy (2012–2014), Shari Chopra in 
American authors James Frey and Nils Johnson-Shelton’s Endgame 
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trilogy (2014–2016) and Elin Holme in Swedish author Mats Wahl’s 
Blodregn [Blood Rain] series (2014–2017). The ideologies about the 
power category of age that are communicated by the motif in each 
series are identified and compared to the other series’ ideologies. 

The third chapter, about teaching YA dystopian literature, incor-
porates an overview of the research about the genre in relation to ed-
ucational and didactic aspects. It presents three central educational 
concepts: critical literacy, Martha C. Nussbaum’s concept of narrative 
imagination and Judith A. Langer’s notion of envisionment building. 
These provide inspiration for six suggested teaching plans—one for 
each case study included in the two text analysis chapters. The teach-
ing plans include aims, tasks, assessment practices and evaluation 
processes for the six YA dystopian novels that I have devoted case 
studies to. 

Finally, the conclusion briefly summarises the findings of my 
study and identifies potential areas for future research.

*

I have decided to combine broad overviews of how the two motifs are 
actualised in the genre with six case studies because I want to explore 
two common characteristics of the genre of YA dystopian literature 
and how a specific motif can be used in different ways in different 
novels. In previous research, there is a clear tendency to either do a 
broad analysis of the genre or to analyse a few example texts in depth. 
This is true both for articles, where it may be necessary to pick one of 
these approaches due to space limits, and for monographs. By com-
bining both approaches, I attempt to give readers a sense of how the 
adolescent killer and adolescent mother motifs are used to highlight 
the power category of age in the genre and to exemplify the ways in 
which these motifs are used to interrogate age-related relationships 
of power in specific novels and series. The study thus aims to provide 
both breadth and depth in the analysis of the motifs and the power 
category of age in YA dystopian literature. Because of my large cor-
pus of primary texts, I have been able to identify some patterns in the 
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genre that I would not otherwise have been able to detect. This ex-
tensive reading has also helped me identify which works of YA dysto-
pian literature are beneficial to analyse in the case studies. There are 
obviously more of these that I could have selected for these in-depth 
analyses, and therefore I include a discussion of why I chose the texts 
that I have in each analysis chapter. 

In addition, the combination of the two text analysis chapters 
about age-related ideologies in YA dystopian literature and the chap-
ter on how these ideologies can be practically utilised in the class-
room, so promoting the educational potential of the novels, enables 
different ways to approach the reading of this study. While the class-
room chapter is an extension of the text analyses conducted in the 
chapters about the two motifs, and is therefore placed after these in 
the book, it is also possible to start by reading the chapter on class-
room applications and then move on to the parts of the text analy-
sis chapters that are most relevant to a specific reader. The index of 
concepts will guide readers to the place where I define the central 
concepts. 

No matter which reading path a particular reader picks, my hope 
is that the combination of text analysis, the identification of the 
age-related ideologies in the novels and the suggested teaching plans 
will help readers, especially teachers and trainee teachers, to bridge 
the gap between theory and practice. 
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to kill or be killed? 
adolescent killers in Young 
adult dYstopian literature

The extreme aetonormative power abuse committed by adult char-
acters and institutions in YA dystopian literature contributes to the 
genre’s educational potential, by problematising, interrogating and 
questioning the uneven distribution of age-related power that pro-
foundly affects the interaction between young people and adults in 
non-fictional societies. By presenting extreme situations that perpet-
uate aetonormativity to the point of adult abuse of power, YA dysto-
pian literature illustrates the possible consequences of adults’ power 
in real life. This, in turn, gives the genre an educational potential for 
exploring the power mechanisms behind a power hierarchy that is 
often not regarded as such, but rather as a natural state, or as a neces-
sity for the protection of children. This is achieved using hyperbole, 
the exaggeration of power relationships in non-fiction societies. In 
this chapter, I use the adolescent killer motif to analyse the adult 
abuse of power that is faced by the young characters in my corpus 
of Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian texts. Age-related power 
structures in the dystopian societies are illuminated when an adoles-
cent is forced to become a killer25.

25.  I use the word “killer” to denote a character who is responsible for taking 
someone else’s life, regardless of the reason why they do so. While some of the kill-
ings are defined as “murders” by the society the character lives in or by the charac-
ter themselves, others are defined as accidents. The use of the word “killer” in this 
chapter should thereby be regarded as meaning “a person who has killed someone”. 
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The motif of the adolescent killer is very prominent in contem-
porary YA dystopian literature. Young characters kill for different 
reasons: some are forced to kill in order to survive in a dystopian 
world where their lives are at risk; others have unusual powers that 
turn them into lethal weapons and are exploited by the dystopian re-
gimes; some are even forced to take on killing as a job, either because 
they have to take part in a lethal game or experiment that includes 
killing others in order to win, or because becoming a killer is the oc-
cupation that has been chosen for them by a dystopian regime. The 
number of adolescents who kill because they enjoy it is much smaller 
than that of adolescents who are forced to become killers for other 
reasons, and the former are usually portrayed as the enemy, abusing 
the act of killing for their own pleasure and/or gain.26 In this chapter, 
I will analyse the different types of adolescent killers present in my 
corpus of YA dystopian literature to clarify how the act of killing 
someone can be portrayed in diverse ways and with varying conse-
quences for the young killer.

Age-related ideologies, as well as other power categories, are dis-
tinctly highlighted by the motif of the adolescent killer, positioning 
the protagonist(s) as responsible for the most severe crime in con-
temporary society. While the act of killing someone can be viewed as 
the ultimate wielding of power, the adolescent killers in YA dystopi-
an literature—who are forced to become killers by dystopian regimes 
and the adults that rule these regimes—are simultaneously disem-
powered. In these cases, their ability to kill is dictated and directed 
by the regime in question. Therefore, the act of killing highlights an 
extreme kind of abuse of adults’ power, by turning adolescents into 
killers against their will. 

I argue that an analysis of the adolescent killer motif can contrib-
ute to a deeper understanding of the power category of age in YA 
dystopian literature, specifically in terms of how a binary concep-
tion of adolescents as either repressed (cf. Nikolajeva, “Theory”) or 

26.  See my discussion on pp. 92–94 of Kass Morgan’s The 100 series and Su-
zanne Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy for two examples of exceptions from this over-
all pattern.
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empowered (cf. Beauvais, Mighty) cannot accurately account for the 
power position of adolescents within YA dystopian literature.27 The 
depictions of the characters’ intersectional subject positions contrib-
ute to nuancing the power category of age by clarifying that other 
power categories such as (dis)ability28, sexuality, gender and race in-
tersect with age, and create distinctly different opportunities for the 
young protagonists to influence their dystopian worlds. 

The aims of this chapter are: 1) to provide an overview of differ-
ent types of adolescent killers within the Anglophone and Swedish 
YA dystopian literature in my corpus, 2) to investigate how the act 
of killing has different effects on the adolescent characters’ access to 
power in their dystopian societies, and 3) to highlight the ideolo-
gies behind age-related power structures, as communicated by the 
adolescent killer motif in three different examples of YA dystopian 
literature: American author Christina Henry’s The Girl in Red (2019), 
Iranian-American author Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter Me series (2011–
2020) and American author Neal Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe trilogy 
(2016–2019). 

Text Selection, Theoretical Framework 
and Chapter Structure

I selected my case studies using the criteria that they explore the 
motif of the adolescent killer in distinctly different manners, and 
because they highlight the alternation between empowerment and 
repression that is tied to the motif in illuminating and diverse ways. 
Henry’s and Mafi’s series predominantly exemplify three overarching 
trends within the motif: the adolescent who kills out of self-defence, 
to survive in a dystopian society (Henry), the adolescent who kills to 
protect others from harm (Henry and Mafi), and the adolescent who 

27.  I introduce Nikolajeva’s and Beauvais’ standpoints in the book’s introduc-
tion. See the section on “Aetonormativity versus the Mighty Child”.

28.  For an explanation of why I use “(dis)ability” instead of “disability”, see 
note 2, p. 18–19.
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is used as a lethal weapon by others (Mafi). Shusterman’s invention 
of adolescents who are hired to become killers should be seen as a rare 
alternative to the adolescent who is forced to become a killer through 
participation in a lethal game or an experiment, which is more com-
mon within the YA dystopian novels in my corpus. Together, these 
three series map the different ways the motif of the adolescent killer 
can be connected to age-related power structures. 

In order to explore the power dynamics of the different dystopias 
and how they affect the protagonists’ actions, I apply an intersec-
tional approach to power and Patricia Hill Collins’s concept of the 
matrix of domination. Adolescent killers and their power positions 
are analysed by identifying the controlled adolescent motif and the 
mighty adolescent motif at different points in the narrative of the 
three primary texts. In addition, I identify ideologies regarding the 
distribution of age-related power that are communicated by the ad-
olescent killer motif in my three case studies. These ideologies form 
the starting point for my discussion about classroom applications in 
Chapter 3.

The chapter begins with an overview of the incidence of different 
kinds of adolescent killers in my corpus of Anglophone and Swedish 
YA dystopian literature. These examples give additional support for 
my claims about the various categories of adolescent killers that can 
be found in YA dystopian literature, as well as provide background 
knowledge, before I move on to a close reading of the three main 
examples. The section’s categories of adolescent killers have been de-
rived from a motif-focused reading of my whole corpus of prima-
ry texts, in which I have listed different kinds of adolescent killers 
throughout the reading process. This overview is followed by an 
analysis of the adolescent killers called Cordelia, or Red, in Henry’s 
novel, Juliette Ferrars in Mafi’s series and Citra Terranova and Row-
an Damisch in Shusterman’s trilogy. In the section that follows these 
case studies, I identify and compare the ideologies about age-related 
power structures found in the three case studies. In the conclusion, 
I summarise my main arguments about the adolescent killer motif’s 
relationship to the power category of age.
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Adolescent Killers in 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature: 

An Overview
YA dystopian literature offers numerous reasons why adolescents be-
come killers. In this section I provide an overview of these to clarify 
how versatile the motif of the adolescent killer is within the genre, 
using my corpus of Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian texts, 
which showcases nine different categories of the adolescent killer 
motif (see Table 2). I will also illustrate how, although the reasons 
for becoming a killer may initially seem very different, most protag-
onists who are also adolescent killers are portrayed as righteous kill-
ers.29 The enemies, however, repeatedly take other people’s lives for 
unjust and selfish reasons. Although the aim of this section is to give 
a broad overview of different variations of the motif, I want to stress 
that the motif is consistently connected to issues of adolescents’ ac-
cess to/lack of power.

29.  I want to emphasise that what I analyse in this chapter is how the killings 
are depicted as righteous or unrighteous within the intradiegetic world of the novels. 
This should not be conflated with me arguing that the act of taking another hu-
man’s life can ever be regarded as righteous. 
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Table 2: Nine Categories of Adolescent Killer 
 in YA Dystopian Literature

Adolescent 
killer category:

Exemplified in this chapter by:30

1. Adolescents 
who kill in 
self-defence 
within a dys-
topian setting

• Edfeldt, Brännmärkt [Branded] (Adeline Theta)
• Roth, the Divergent series (Tris Prior)
• Dashner, the Maze Runner series (Thomas31)
• Bray, Beauty Queens (Taylor Hawkins)
• Söderlund, Ättlingarna-trilogin [The Descendants trilogy] 

(Wilma Eriksson)
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, the Endgame trilogy (An Liu)
• Henry, The Girl in Red (Red)
• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch)
• Baggott, the Pure trilogy (Lyda Mertz)
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [the Blood Rain series] (Elin 

Holme)
• Reeve, the Mortal Engines quartet (Tom Natsworthy)

30.  The three main text examples analysed in this chapter are written in bold 
in the table and the young killers names are mentioned after the title. Please note 
that there are several adolescent killer characters in many of the series, but that I only 
mention the character that I use to exemplify a specific category of killers in the table. Some 
killers commit different types of killings, but I have only categorised the acts of 
killing that I use to illustrate a specific category of killers in this chapter. 

There are more examples of different types of killers in my overall corpus than 
those mentioned in this chapter, but I do not have the space to address all of them 
in this study. The purpose here is primarily to exemplify the nine different catego-
ries of killers I have found in my corpus. However, in a future study, it would be 
valuable to categorise all killers in the corpus and explore whether there are differ-
ences in which categories are found/common in texts from different countries and/
or from different years. 

31.  In some series, the adolescent characters are only given a first name.
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2. Adolescents 
who kill to 
protect others 
from their 
enemies/a 
dystopian 
regime

• Söderlund, Ättlingarna-trilogin [The Descendants trilogy] 
(Wilma Eriksson)

• Baggott, the Pure trilogy (Lyda Mertz)
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [the Blood Rain series] (Elin 

Holme)
• Roth, the Carve the Mark duology (Akos Kereseth)
• Young, the Dust Lands trilogy (Saba)
• O’Brien, the Birthmarked trilogy (Gaia Stone)
• Bray, Beauty Queens (Taylor Hawkins)
• Ewing, the Lone City trilogy (Violet Lasting & the group 

of surrogates)
• Henry, The Girl in Red (Red)
• Mafi, the Shatter Me series (Juliette Ferrars & Kenji 

Kishimoto)
• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch)
• Reeve, the Mortal Engines quartet (Hester Shaw)

3. Adolescents 
who are 
prepared to 
kill parts of 
humanity to 
save humanity 
as a whole

• Dashner, the Maze Runner series (Thomas)
• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch, 

aka Scythe Lucifer)

4. Adolescents 
who kill cor-
rupt adult 
leaders in 
a rebellion 
against the 
current re-
gime 

• Dashner, the Maze Runner series (Thomas)
• Roth, the Carve the Mark duology (Akos Kereseth)
• Young, the Dust Lands trilogy (Saba)
• Baggott, the Pure trilogy (Partridge Willux)
• Collins, The Hunger Games trilogy (Katniss Everdeen)
• Day, the Fandom duology (Violet & Nate)
• Ewing, the Lone City trilogy (Carnelian)
• Mafi, the Shatter Me series (Juliette Ferrars, Kenji 

Kishimoto, Warner Anderson, another of the Command-
er’s children)

• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch)
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5. Adolescents 
who have a 
special ability 
and are forced 
to use this 
ability to kill 
in the name 
of a dystopian 
regime

• Bracken, The Darkest Minds series (Liam Stewart)
• Roth, the Carve the Mark duology (Cyra Noavek)
• (Mafi, the Shatter Me series (Juliette Ferrars))32

• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch)
• Collins, The Hunger Games trilogy (Katniss Everdeen)

6. Adolescents 
who are 
forced to kill 
by an institu-
tion, such as 
in an arena, a 
lethal game, 
or an experi-
ment 

• Roth, the Carve the Mark duology (Cyra Noavek)
• Collins, The Hunger Games trilogy (Katniss & the other 

Tributes)
• Dashner, the Maze Runner series (Gally)
• Young, the Dust Lands trilogy (Saba)
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, the Endgame trilogy (all twelve 

Players except Shari Chopra)
• Söderberg, Athena (Benjamin)
• Edfeldt, Brännmärkt [Branded] (Mia Gamma)
• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Citra Terranova & 

Rowan Damisch)

7. Adolescents 
who kill out 
of mercy

• Edfeldt, Brännmärkt [Branded] (Mia Gamma)
• Grant, the Gone series (Hunter Lefkowitz)
• Young, the Dust Lands trilogy (Saba)
• Baggott, the Pure trilogy (Pressia Belze)
• Dashner, the Maze Runner series (Thomas)
• Mafi, the Shatter Me series (Juliette Ferrars)

8. Adolescents 
who kill as 
part of a 
respectable 
profession

• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Citra Terranova & 
Rowan Damisch)

32.  As I clarify in my analysis of this series, Juliette is repeatedly used in this 
sense, but she never actually kills anyone before she regains control of her actions. 
Therefore, I put this series in parentheses here. 
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9. Adolescents 
who kill for 
unrighteous 
reasons (for 
example, 
killing by 
mistake, kill-
ing innocent 
bystanders, 
killing in 
revenge, kill-
ing the wrong 
person, killing 
when brain-
washed)

• Morgan, The 100 series (Wells Jaha)
• Reeve, the Mortal Engines quartet (Hester Shaw, Wren 

Natsworthy)
• Collins, The Hunger Games trilogy (Katniss Everdeen)
• Shusterman, the Unwind dystology (a group of adoles-

cents)
• Westerfeld, the Uglies series (The Specials)
• Grant, the Gone series (Charles Merriman aka Orc)
• Young, the Dust Lands trilogy (Lugh)
• Henry, The Girl in Red (Red)
• Mafi, the Shatter Me series (Juliette Ferrars & Emmaline 

Sommers)
• Shusterman, the Arc of a Scythe trilogy (Rowan Damisch)

To the best of my knowledge, an overview of different types of killers 
in YA dystopian literature has not yet been published, but there is 
some previous research on the topic of adolescent killers in YA dys-
topian texts.33 In Jessica Seymour’s article “‘Murder me … become a 
man’: Establishing the Masculine Care Circle in Young Adult Dysto-

33.  For an overview of some novels for young readers in Swedish, German and 
English that depict the motif of a young killer in realist fiction, see Corina Löwe’s 
article “Vilse, förtvivlad, ond: Att skriva fram det oskrivbara” [Lost, Despairing, 
Evil: Writing the Unwritable] (2019). 

Michelle Ann Abate analyses the role of homicides in children’s literature, with 
a focus on American literature, in Bloody Murder: The Homicide Tradition in Chil-
dren’s Literature (2013). She presents an historical overview of how homicides have 
been depicted in fiction and clarifies that there is not yet that much research on ho-
micides in children’s literature. In her chapters, she includes analyses of fairy tales 
and S. E. Hinton’s classic YA novel The Outsiders (1967), for example. 

Jag gör med dig vad jag vill: Perspektiv på våld och våldsskildringar [I Do What I 
Want With You: Perspectives on Violence and Depictions of Violence] (2019), an 
essay collection edited by Torsten Pettersson, explores depictions of violence in 
different types of literary fiction, such as crime novels. Similarly, the essay collec-
tion Violence in English Children’s and Young Adults’ Fiction (2010), edited by Thom-
as Kullmann, investigates the role of violence and its effects on young readers in 
works such as J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997–2007).
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pia” (2016) she addresses the second of the nine categories of adoles-
cent killers in Table 2—adolescents who kill in order to protect oth-
ers. Seymour’s conclusions will be presented throughout this chapter.    

Sarah Outterson Murphy analyses the protagonists of Orson Scott 
Card’s Ender’s Game (1985) and Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games tril-
ogy (2008–2010) in relationship to the concept of the child soldier. 
She highlights some similarities between the protagonists in these 
series and real-life child soldiers, such as how they are emotional-
ly isolated and suffer from the adults’ violence. Murphy argues that 
turning young people into killers in this way is unusual in children’s 
literature as a whole (200, 202). While I agree that this is true for 
most types of children’s and YA literature, this chapter will demon-
strate that the motif of the adolescent killer is not at all uncommon 
in YA dystopian literature—quite the contrary. 

Amber M. Simmons also discusses the experiences of the Tributes 
in Collins’ series in relationship to real-life child soldiers, and she 
states that child soldiers often become soldiers to access food and 
medical resources. Simmons compares this to how the children in 
Panem’s districts can put their name into the Tribute lottery an extra 
time in exchange for tesserae, “a year’s supply of grain and oil for one 
person” (29).  Her article demonstrates that the children of Panem 
are willing to risk their lives for the sake of feeding themselves and 
their families, in a way that is reminiscent of the experience of child 
soldiers in non-fiction societies (Ibid.). 

In my article called “Adolescent Killer and Politician: Age-Relat-
ed Ideologies in the Dystopian Future Sweden of Mats Wahl’s Blood 
Rain Series” (2019), I analyse the protagonist Elin Holme’s position 
as an adolescent killer, politician and mother with the help of cog-
nitive scripts. I exemplify my main arguments using Collins’ trilogy 
and James Dashner’s Maze Runner series (2009–2016), before mov-
ing on to Wahl’s series. One of the article’s aims is to highlight how 
the positions of adolescent killer, politician and mother intersect 
with and affect each other in Wahl’s series. I clarify “that killings can 
in fact be motivated and necessary in a dystopian world that repeat-
edly puts adolescents in harm’s way” (Alkestrand, “Adolescent” 215). 
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The article touches on categories one and two in the table above—
self-protection and the protection of others.34 

However, research about adolescent literature has focused on 
death’s influence on the adolescents’ lives, rather than adolescents 
who end others’ lives. Two influential studies on the topic of death 
are Roberta Seelinger Trites’ Disturbing the Universe: Power and Repres-
sion in Adolescent Literature (2000) and Kathryn James’ Death, Gen-
der and Sexuality in Contemporary Adolescent Literature (2009).35 They 
both discuss how depictions of death are tied to sexuality and power. 
Whereas Trites argues that death, sexuality and rebellions against 
adult authorities and institutions, as well as norms such as gender 
norms, are the defining characteristics of adolescent literature (x), 
James connects her investigation of death to gender and power (3). 
James also touches on the topic of adolescent female killers in her 
analysis of Australian post-disaster narratives. She argues that “there 
is a distinct uneasiness surrounding representations of the female as 
killer because, although these texts offer women new roles, they also 
tend to demonstrate that these roles are bound within a patriarchal 
framework” (James 8). In her analysis of The Airdancer of Glass (2004) 
she identifies several different motives for killing: the welfare of the 
female protagonist’s future children, self-defence, politics, alleged 
“insanity” and psychosis (James 167). In a similar vein to Seymour, 
she underlines how killing to protect your family is a common reason 
to kill, but James’ analysis investigates female protagonists (Ibid.). 

I will briefly mention two examples of previous research that focus 
on violence in YA dystopian literature in a more general sense, be-
fore moving on to exemplifying the different categories of adolescent 
killers. Susan Shau Ming Tan investigates violence in Card’s Ender’s 
Game from 1985, a book that she herself regards as a proto-text for 
contemporary YA dystopian literature (“Battling” 245). Ender kills 

34.  Wahl’s series will be analysed in depth in the next chapter about adolescent 
mothers.

35.  An overview of how death has been depicted in children’s literature can 
be found in the introduction to Global Perspectives on Death in Children’s Literature 
(2016), written by Lesley D. Clement.
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two classmates, and Tan argues that the adults have turned him into 
a weapon through his training in Battle School (“Battling” 247). Tan 
views YA dystopian literature as “a genre characterised by violence” 
(“Battling” 244). Similarly, Laura Poladian, in her article “Narrating 
Trauma: The Value of Violence in YA Dystopian Fiction” (2016), 
summarises how violence has been an important part of children’s 
literature, from the first Golden Age of children’s literature around 
the year 1900 up to contemporary YA dystopian literature (73–74). 
In an analysis of Lois Lowry’s The Giver and Collins’ trilogy, she ar-
gues that in both cases the books have been banned and questioned 
largely because of the violence that they depict (Poladian 75). This 
illustrates how the violence in YA dystopian literature has been chal-
lenged by the adult world, for example by banning the books. At the 
same time, the wide readership across age groups suggests that YA 
dystopian literature touches on topics that are relevant to children, 
adolescents and adults alike. One of the ingredients specific to the YA 
dystopian genre is the adolescent killer motif.

categorY 1: adolescents who kill 
in self-defence

The first category of adolescent killers found in my corpus of YA dys-
topian literature consists of adolescents who kill in self-defence with-
in a dystopian setting. In fights with the enemy, the protagonist of 
Lizette Edfeldt’s Swedish YA dystopian novel Brännmärkt [Branded] 
(2017),36 Adeline Theta, uses violence against several soldiers, who 
most likely die because of her actions (Edfeldt, Brännmärkt 267, 392, 
396–397, 402–403).37 Tris (Beatrice) Prior in Veronica Roth’s Diver-
gent series similarly kills Edward, nicknamed Will, when he attacks 
her due to the influence of a special serum that turns people into 

36.  This book is the first one of a planned series, but book two has not yet been 
published.

37.  The narrative never clarifies whether they die, but since they fall off a train 
at full speed, for example, it is most likely that they do (Edfeldt 397).
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mindless killers (Roth, Divergent 443–444, 446), and Thomas repeat-
edly kills enemies when he is attacked in Dashner’s Maze Runner series 
(cf. Dashner, Maze 192–194; Dashner, Death 293). Taylor Hawkins, 
one of the pageant contestants stranded on a supposedly desolate is-
land after a plane crash in Libba Bray’s The Beauty Queens (2011), also 
kills soldiers when they attack her (Bray, Beauty 214–215, 275). In a 
similar vein, one of the protagonists in Swedish author Mats Söder-
lund’s trilogy Ättlingarna [The Descendants] (2018–2020), Wilma 
Eriksson, kills at least four enemies when they attack her and her 
allies with lethal violence (Flykten [The Escape] 427–429). In all these 
cases, the adolescents kill because they do not have any other viable 
option if they want to survive in their dystopian societies. 

In the Endgame trilogy (2014–2016) by James Frey and Nils John-
son-Shelton, the adolescent character of An Liu is a mass murder-
er, but his current killing spree is depicted as the result of his fam-
ily’s brutal torture throughout his childhood. The torture is a part 
of the preparations for Endgame—a competition in which twelve 
 adolescents from twelve different bloodlines must fight each other to 
their deaths to save their own people from total destruction.38 At the 
age of eleven, he killed his whole family in order to protect himself 
from harm (Frey and Johnson-Shelton, Calling ix–x, 214). His actions 
are explained as a result of an abusive childhood, and although his 
current killings are described as unjust and often unnecessary, he be-
came a killer through an act of self-protection. Thus, what originally 
turned him into a killer was a desperate need to protect himself. Later, 
he started enjoying the act of killing. An is a complex character who 
commits many killings throughout the series, but this first one illus-
trates how the mistreatment he suffered from adults turned him into 
a brutal mass murderer. Hence, the adults’ power abuse is highlighted.

This category of adolescent killers will be analysed in depth, using 
Henry’s novel as an example. There are also examples of this category 
in Shusterman’s work, which I will return to in the section on that se-

38.  The Endgame trilogy will be analysed in detail in the next chapter, on the 
adolescent mother motif. 
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ries. Two adolescent mothers, Lyda Mertz in Julianna Baggott’s Pure 
trilogy (2012–2014) and Elin Holme in the Swedish YA dystopian 
series Blodregn [Blood Rain] (2014–2017) by Mats Wahl, both kill in 
self-defence. These killings will be analysed in detail in the chapter 
on adolescent mothers.

categorY 2: adolescents who kill 
to protect others

The act of self-protection is often combined with protecting others 
by using lethal violence. This is true for Söderlund’s protagonist Wil-
ma, who tries to defend her mother and aunt from being killed by 
their enemies (Söderlund, Flykten 429). Lyda in the Pure trilogy and 
Elin in the Blood Rain series both kill in order to protect their child 
from harm.39 These killers belong to the second category of adoles-
cent killers—adolescents who kill to protect others from their ene-
mies/a dystopian regime. Seymour has identified this type of killing 
in YA dystopian literature, and argues that the characters kill in order 
to protect their “care circle”: 

Killing is in itself not generally considered bad or immoral in 
the context of contemporary YA dystopia—particularly when 
the totalitarian regime necessitates a violent uprising. Pro-
tecting the care circle [my italics] remains a desirable trait, even 
though the behaviors necessary to ensure this protection may 
involve acts of violence. (Seymour 636)

While Seymour focuses on male characters in Dashner’s Maze Runner 
series, for example, her argument is applicable to female characters in 
YA dystopian literature too. 

More examples of adolescents who kill in order to protect oth-

39.  Both Lyda’s and Elin’s actions will be analysed in detail in the chapter on 
the adolescent mother motif. They both fit into the first category too, since they 
also kill in self-defence.



✺ 80

ers from harm can be found in Veronica Roth’s novel Carve the Mark 
(2016) (the first in a duology), in which Akos Kereseth, one of the 
protagonists, kills a soldier to save his captured brother (Roth, Carve 
58). Akos profoundly doubts the righteousness of his own actions. 
In Moira Young’s Dust Lands trilogy (2011–2014), Saba similarly 
kills members of the Tonton—violent robbers—when they attack her 
and her allies (Young, Blood 231), an action described as necessary 
in order to survive the lethal attack. Gaia Stone in the Birthmarked 
trilogy (2010–2012) by Caragh M. O’Brien is prepared to kill some-
one when she rescues her love interest, Leon Grey/Vlatir, from the 
enemy (O’Brien, Promised 222–223). In Bray’s novel, Taylor protects 
another contestant by killing the soldier who is about to end her 
co-contestant’s life (Beauty 353). Violet Lasting, in Amy Ewing’s The 
Lone City trilogy (2014–2016), leads a rebellion that aims to over-
throw the Royalty’s slavery of adolescent girls with magical abilities. 
During this rebellion, the oppressed girls kill numerous soldiers (Ew-
ing, Black 253–267). 

In fact, protecting others is one of the most common reasons why 
protagonists of YA dystopian novels become killers. Often, the enemy 
consists of adults or people under the influence of an adult dystopian 
institution, highlighting extreme inter-generational aetonormative 
power differences. Thus, in these examples, Trites’ argument about 
institutional control over adolescents’ lives in Disturbing the Universe 
(xi–xii), is highlighted in extreme ways. This category of killers will 
be explored in relationship to Henry’s, Mafi’s and Shusterman’s YA 
dystopian texts in this chapter. 

categorY 3: adolescents who are prepared 
to kill parts of humanitY to save humanitY 
as a whole

YA dystopian literature discusses the idea that killing may be righ-
teous if your aim is to save humanity as a whole in series such as the 
Pure trilogy, where Partridge’s father sets off detonations that kill or 
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Wilma Eriksson in Swedish author Mats Söderlund’s Flykten [The Escape] kills in self-
defence and to protect others.
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maim the people who live outside of the protective Dome, to save 
the Earth from overpopulation (Baggott, Pure 25, 142). Usually, it 
is the adults who are prepared to sacrifice parts of humanity to save 
Earth and the small number of people who are chosen survivors.40 
How ever, in my corpus, I have found one example of a young pro-
tagonist41 who is involved in a similar plan: Thomas in the Maze 
Runner series. He thereby represents the third category of adoles-
cents who are prepared to kill a small number of people to save hu-
manity as a whole.42 

Thomas takes part in a maze experiment that aims to simulate 
specific brain patterns, ones that may help scientists find a cure for 
the Flare disease, which threatens to kill all of humanity. He collabo-
rates with an institution called WICKED, which has created mon-
sters that kill the adolescent participants who are locked in a maze. 
The experiment’s purpose is to stimulate these brain patterns (Death 
11–12). WICKED also plans to kill off half of the population to save 
Earth from environmental destruction and overpopulation (Dash-
ner, Kill 172). Thomas agrees to the experiment in his aim to save 
humanity, but his memory is wiped when he enters the maze (Maze 
2). Throughout the book, his suspicions about WICKED’s inten-

40.  See Austrian author Ursula Poznanski’s Die Eleria Trilogie [the Eleria Tril-
ogy] (published in German 2012–2014), in which the protagonist Eleria reveals 
that the allegedly benign founder of the protective sphere society in which Eleria 
grew up was actually a mass murderer who decided to kill off most of humanity to 
rescue the Earth’s natural resources, counteracting overpopulation by setting off 
huge bombs (see Alkestrand, “(De)Stabilizing the Boundaries between ‘Us’ and 
‘Them’: Racial Oppression and Racism in Two YA Dystopias Available in Swedish” 
(2021) for an analysis of this series, which has not been translated into English). 

41.  Teresa in Dashner’s series also takes part in this plan, but in my reading she 
is not the protagonist. Her and Thomas’ views on matters are repeatedly contrast-
ed, as when Teresa is more prepared to sacrifice human lives for the greater good 
than is Thomas. See Dashner, The Fever Code, pp. 242–244.

42.  The Endgame trilogy explores how a group of adolescents are tasked with 
killing other Players to save their own bloodline. I have not equalled this with ad-
olescents who kill a few people to save humanity as a whole, since the Players are 
not striving to save everyone. The setup is that one of the Players gets to save their 
own people, to whom they have a closer relationship than other bloodlines. In this 
sense, their goal is distinctly different from Thomas’ goal.
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tions arise and are confirmed. Thomas realises that he has become 
the adults’ pawn. Still, presenting an adolescent in this position is 
very rare in my corpus, possibly because it profoundly questions the 
righteousness of the protagonist’s actions and therefore problema-
tises whether the adolescent Thomas is just as bad as the adult insti-
tution of WICKED, instead of positioning a group of adults as the 
ultimate evil force. 

The supposition about Thomas’ motives is nuanced in the final 
book in the series—the prologue The Fever Code (2016), which details 
Thomas’ life before he entered the Maze in the first book. It clarifies 
how Thomas did not really have any other option than to agree; be-
cause he is immune to the Flare, he was taken from his parents at a 
very young age. WICKED killed his parents and Thomas was raised 
and abused by the institution, believing it to be his responsibility to 
do whatever it takes to find a cure for the disease that has destroyed 
his world (Dashner, Fever 4–5, 12–13, 27). He was convinced to par-
ticipate in a mass murder of infected employees, including the former 
leader of WICKED, as part of an endeavour to save humanity as a 
whole (Fever, 244–246, 252–253). Thereby, the institution’s abuse of 
Thomas is highlighted to an even greater degree in this prequel, and 
the extent to which abusive adults have restricted his ability to make 
his own, independent choices is underlined. This, in turn, explains 
why he acts the way he does and simultaneously questions the extent 
to which Thomas is responsible for the plan.

In my analysis of Shusterman’s series, I will investigate how Row-
an, one of the protagonists, chooses to kill evil “scythes” in order to 
stop them from killing lots of innocent people who were not sup-
posed to be “gleaned”. This is the only other example of this third 
category of adolescent killers I have found in my corpus.
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categorY 4: adolescents who kill corrupt 
adult leaders in a rebellion against the 
current regime

Thomas’ killing of the leader of WICKED belongs to the fourth 
category: adolescents who kill corrupt adult leaders in a rebellion 
against the current regime. This category positions the adolescent 
in a political battle to the death against the dystopian regime’s adult 
leader. In Roth’s The Fates Divide (2018), the sequel to Carve the Mark, 
Cyra Noavek plans to kill the father who raised her, since he has com-
mitted countless crimes against humanity in his role as a political 
leader (Roth, Fates 234). While working towards this goal, she kills 
soldiers who work for her father (Fates 346). In the end, it is Akos 
who kills the man who raised Cyra—the man he recently found out 
is his biological father, not Cyra’s—enabling Cyra to become the new 
leader of their society (Fates 402, 425–426). Here, Akos’ killing of 
the leader is portrayed as righteous, since it will prevent others from 
suffering under the leader’s dictatorial regime. 

Similarly, in the Dust Lands trilogy, Saba kills a charismatic sect 
leader and initiates a more democratic society, which does not exploit 
young girls as baby factories, for example (Young, Raging 411). Saba 
herself, though, leaves this society behind and ventures away with 
her lover (Raging Star 423, 431–432), signalling how she has given up 
finding her place in this society, where she has been abused and used 
as a lethal weapon. Her actions can be regarded as a strong refusal to 
be a continued part of that society.

Further examples of adolescents who kill corrupt leaders can be 
found in the Pure trilogy and The Hunger Games trilogy. Partridge 
Willux, in the former series, kills his father, who is a political leader, a 
mass murderer and the one who ordered the Detonations that killed 
large parts of the population and doomed others to being fused with 
objects and other humans (Baggott, Fuse 545) and, in the latter se-
ries, Katniss Everdeen kills President Alma Coin of District 13 after 
she realises that the rebel leader is just as corrupted by power as the 
leader of the Capitol, President Snow. For example, Coin is prepared 
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to sacrifice her enemies’ children in a new version of the Hunger 
Games (Collins, Mockinjay 431–435). In The Fandom Rising (2019) 
by Anna Day, the sequel to The Fandom (2018), Violet and her little 
brother Nate similarly kill President Stoneback to stop him from 
releasing a virus that will kill the part of the population oppressed 
by the privileged class, thereby causing genocide (Day, Fandom Rising 
218, 261). Yet another example can be found in Ewing’s The Lone 
City trilogy, in which Violet decides not to kill her arch-nemesis the 
Duchess, who is responsible for a huge amount of suffering. Instead, 
the Duchess’s niece, Carnelian, decides to kill the evil woman herself 
because of how she has been mistreated by her (Black 278). Juliette 
in Mafi’s series and Rowan in Shusterman’s trilogy both kill corrupt 
leaders. 

However, in Marie Lu’s Legend trilogy (2011–2013), there is a twist 
to this pattern. The two protagonists, Day and June, plan to kill a new 
political leader and start a revolution, but call it off when they realise 
he is nothing like his dictatorial father, who used to be the leader. 
Instead, the son tries to create a better society for the population 
(Lu, Prodigy 29, 34, 46, 60, 141–142,173–174). Here, a common genre 
motif is thus transformed into a reflection on the identity of the real 
enemy in this dystopian world. Simultaneously, the assumption that 
a son will automatically become a copy of his father is questioned. 

categorY 5: adolescents who are used 
as a lethal weapon bY a dYstopian regime

A fifth category of adolescent killers are adolescents who have a spe-
cial ability and are forced to use this ability to kill in the name of a 
dystopian regime.43 In this category, the aetonormative power abuse 

43.  This kind of adolescent killer motif also occurs within the fantasy genre, for 
example in Gustav Tegby’s Swedish fantasy novel Beröringen [The Touch] (2019). 
In this novel, the adolescent protagonist is recruited by a sect. They want her to 
use her ability to kill people just by touching them to murder their opponents. As 
soon as someone touched by the protagonist moves further away from her than 
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is especially clear, since the adolescents are turned into a weapon for 
the adult regime. 

In Alexandra Bracken’s The Darkest Minds series (2012–2018), chil-
dren and adolescents with magical abilities are used by the so-called 
Children’s League in the fight against the current regime. For exam-
ple, they turn the adolescent Liam Stewart into their killing machine, 
forced to kill whomever they decide—in total a whopping 148 peo-
ple—before he escapes from them (Bracken, Darkest 289–290, 445–
446). One of the protagonists in Roth’s Carve the Mark duology, Cyra, 
has a lethal touch which causes other people, and herself, tremendous 
pain and, eventually, death if she touches them long enough; the abil-
ity is explained as a result of the “current-shadows” that affect the 
solar system she lives in. Cyra mistakenly killed her own mother as 
a child when Cyra got mad at her (Carve 78, 83, 158). She is used as 
a weapon by her brother—a cruel leader who uses her to torment his 
opponents (cf. Carve 105–106). 

There are many similarities with Mafi’s series. The Shatter Me se-
ries will be used for in-depth analysis of this category. One of the 
protagonists in Shusterman’s series, Rowan, is also used in this way 
by a dystopian regime, which I will expand on in that section. 

categorY 6: adolescents who are forced 
to kill in an arena, a lethal game, 
or an experiment

In the Carve the Mark duology, Cyra’s brother forces her to fight in 
an arena and, as a result, she has to kill people against her will (Carve 
160–161). Cyra is just one example of the sixth category of adoles-
cent killers: adolescents who are forced to kill by an institution in an 
arena, a lethal game, or an experiment. Katniss in The Hunger Games 
trilogy is a prototypical example in this category. After taking her sis-
ter Prim’s place in the Hunger Games, she is forced to kill her oppo-

approximately 50 metres, they fall down dead.  
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nents to survive. She refuses to kill Peeta Mellark when they are the 
only Tributes left, igniting a rebellion against the Capitol (Collins, 
Hunger 418–419), but that does not change the fact that the Hunger 
Games has turned her into an adolescent killer. In Mockingjay (2010), 
she describes herself as the Capitol’s “slave”, who does not want to 
be “a piece in their Games” (Collins, Mockingjay 252), signalling her 
lack of free will. 

In a similar way, several characters in the Maze Runner series are 
forced to become killers due to WICKED’s maze experiment. For 
example, Gally is used by WICKED to kill Charles Merriman, nick-
named Chuck, to stimulate specific brain patterns as part of the ex-
periment that aims to find a cure for a dangerous disease (Death 112). 
The adult institution thus dictates who will become a killer, and is 
prepared to sacrifice adolescents in the process of finding a cure for 
the disease. Saba in the Dust Lands trilogy also suffers the fate of be-
ing forced to become a killer in a dystopian world. At one point she 
is captured and forced to fight in gladiator games in an arena. Her 
opponents are killed by the people in charge of the tournament after 
Saba defeats them, so she feels responsible for their deaths (Blood 142, 
146–147). She is even nicknamed “the Angel of Death” (Blood 153). 

Another example of this sixth category of adolescent killers can be 
found in the Endgame series. Long before Endgame begins, the Play-
ers’ families turn most of them into professional assassins (Calling 
2). While some of the characters love killing and others hate it, the 
power play of the alien Makers is emphasised throughout the trilogy, 
as an adult institution that forces adolescents to take on the role of 
killers. Shari Chopra, however, refuses to kill other Players and de-
cides to protect her daughter instead. Her family and people question 
her suitability as a Player because of it (Calling 459–461). Shari will 
be analysed in detail in the next chapter on adolescent mothers. 

The same pattern, with an adult institution that forces adoles-
cents to become killers, is found in Marta Söderberg’s Swedish YA 
dystopian novel Athena (2015). After being captured and trained by 
a dictatorial institution, the two protagonists are faced with the task 
of killing a human being. While the female protagonist Maya refuses, 
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deceiving the institution so they think she has indeed killed an old 
acquaintance, when she actually found a way to save him, the male 
protagonist Benjamin does not manage to escape becoming an ado-
lescent killer.44 He is forced to kill his father figure, who was one of 
the very few people who ever loved him, in order to prove his loyalty 
to the institution of Athena (Söderberg, Athena 279–285). 

Similarly, a young character called Mia Gamma, in Brännmärkt—
who belongs to the Gamma section of society, which is reserved for 
soldiers—decides to kill someone before her general does. She does 
this because he would not have had enough mercy to kill with just 
one shot: “‘He would have made her suffer. Then he would have shot 
me for refusing [to follow his order].’ [---] ‘You cannot judge me for 
that’” [my translation] (Brännmärkt 366).45 Here, it is clear that Mia 
does not feel like she has a choice—if she wants to survive, she has to 
kill this person and obey the regime that rules the dystopian world 
of the novel.    

44.  Here, Maya chooses pacifism instead of playing by Athena’s rules. In my 
corpus, it is uncommon for adolescents to be successful in escaping their fate of be-
ing used as lethal weapons, but another example of where pacifism is used instead 
of violence is in Shusterman’s Undivided (2014), the final book in the Unwind dys-
tology (2007–2014). The rebellion against the dictatorial regime’s unethical “un-
winding” of adolescents, which is the practice of splitting an unwanted adolescent 
into all their organs and selling them, is achieved without the use of violence. The 
rebellion manages to make “the institutionalized murder that has defined a gener-
ation” illegal and a thing of the past (Shusterman, Undivided 369). 

Another example of pacifism can be found in Austrian author Poznanski’s Ele-
ria trilogy. Here, the protagonist, Ria, is able to rebel and overthrow rulers who 
use violence to gain power without resorting to violence herself. Her power to use 
words to convince people is described as a weapon that is sharper and more suc-
cessful than any knife (Poznanski, Slutet [The End] 461). 

45.  Swedish quotation: “‘Han hade fått henne att lida. Sedan hade han skjutit 
mig för att jag vägrade.’ [---] ‘Du kan inte döma mig för det.’”



In Swedish author Marta Söderberg’s 
Athena, the male protagonist is forced 
to kill by an adult institution, whereas 
the female protagonist is able to escape 
this fate in a rare example of successful 
pacifism in a YA dystopian novel.

Swedish author Lizette Edfeldt depicts 
adolescents who kill in self-defence, who 
are forced to kill by an institution and 
who kill out of mercy in Brännmärkt 
[Branded].



✺ 90

categorY 7: adolescents who kill 
out of mercY

A seventh category of adolescent killers is adolescents who kill out 
of mercy. For Mia, in the example above, this is a central motivating 
force. In the Gone series (2008–2013) by Michael Grant, Sam Tem-
ple, who becomes one of the leaders in a society where all the adults 
have disappeared, kills another adolescent in a mercy killing. Hunter 
Lefkowitz has been attacked by a bug infestation that makes the bugs 
eat him from the inside out. He has tried to take his own life to end 
his suffering, but been unable to do so. Instead, Sam uses his mutant 
power to throw light beams that burn Hunter so that he does not 
have to suffer any longer (Grant, Plague 112–114).

Other examples in this category include Saba in the Dust Lands 
trilogy, who kills one of her allies when the enemy is about to cap-
ture her (Blood 411), Pressia Belze in the Pure trilogy, who kills her 
dying mother to save her from the torture of a prolonged death (Pure 
427–428), and Thomas in the Maze Runner series, who kills his friend 
Newt, who has caught the Flare disease, when Newt begs him to end 
his misery (Death 253). 

In all these examples, the characters kill for very different reasons 
than the adolescent killers in the previous categories. Instead of be-
ing forced to kill, killing is the only available means of preventing 
prolonged misery for their loved ones. In a way, this most closely 
resembles the act of killing in order to protect others but, in this par-
ticular category, the loved ones are killed, instead of being protected 
by the protagonist killing the enemy. This act protects them from 
suffering further harm caused by the dystopian regime and can be 
viewed as the very last solution when the dystopian world harms the 
characters. 
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categorY 8: adolescents who kill 
as a respectable profession

Adolescents who kill as part of a respectable profession also exist in 
YA dystopian literature, and this is the eighth category of adoles-
cent killers. I have placed Citra and Rowan, from Shusterman’s Arc 
of a Scythe trilogy, who are both recruited for a job that is seen as 
the most noble one of their fictional world, in this category. During 
their adolescence, they are approached by a “scythe”. A scythe is an 
allegedly benign and just killer in a world where mortality has been 
defeated, and the scythes’ sole purpose is to make sure that the popu-
lation does not get too large. Within the context of the series, when a 
scythe “gleans” someone, this is not seen as an act of killing, but as a 
sacred mission. The scythes’ gleanings are thus depicted as righteous. 
A scythe decides that either Citra or Rowan will get the opportunity 
to become his apprentice, and what follows is a professional training 
in how to become a scythe. Initially, neither of them wants to become 
a scythe, but they do not feel they can refuse, since there are privi-
leges tied to being a scythe, such as a year’s protection from getting 
gleaned for all their family members (Shusterman, Scythe 11, 23, 50). 

I have not been able to find any other examples of this particular 
version of the adolescent killer motif in my corpus, which is the main 
reason why I have decided to explore this trilogy in detail later in this 
chapter. There are examples of adolescent soldiers in my corpus, but 
they are not recruited for a position as a respectable killer in a society 
that supports the use of lethal violence; instead, killing is sometimes 
a necessary evil they have to resort to in their role as adolescent sol-
diers. In the section on Shusterman’s trilogy, I will further clarify the 
ways in which the decision to turn the adolescents into scythes can 
be interpreted as an abuse of power committed by the adult world.
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categorY 9: adolescents who commit 
unrighteous killings

In addition to the eight categories of adolescent killers I have dis-
cussed this far, which can all be characterised as variations on becom-
ing a killer for a righteous cause and/or because you are forced to, 
there are abundant examples of unrighteous killings in YA dystopian 
literature. I will not explore these in detail, because my focus is on 
killers who are in some way forced to kill in order to survive in a dys-
topian regime, one subject to aetonormative power structures, and 
whose actions are thereby described as righteous. These are the types 
of killers that are the most relevant to the overall aim of my study.46 
The antagonists in YA dystopian literature—be they adolescents or 
adults—almost always kill for unrighteous reasons. Here, however, I 
will briefly mention a few examples of protagonists who commit what 
are portrayed as unrighteous killings. In the table, I grouped them 
together into one category of adolescents who kill for unrighteous 
reasons, but there are different versions of this type of killer. Con-
sequently, further research on this category would be valuable in in-
creasing knowledge about these types.

In Kass Morgan’s The 100 series (2013–2016), Wells Jaha, one of 
the protagonists, enlarges an air leak on the spaceship inhabited by 
his community, after Earth has become uninhabitable, thereby con-
demning everyone who stays on the spaceship to death.47 The reason 
is that his love interest, Clarke Griffin, has been imprisoned for a 
crime for which she was not responsible and will be executed when 

46.  In my corpus, the depictions of righteous killings are the ones that deal 
most explicitly with aetonormative power abuse. The reason the adolescents’ kill-
ings are depicted as righteous is that the adolescents are in some way forced to kill 
due to adults’ abuse of power. Therefore, I have decided to provide a more detailed 
overview of these than of the killings that are depicted as unrighteous. Unrighteous 
killings may sometimes also be a result of aetonormativity in my corpus, but the 
connection is not as explicit in this type of killing as it is in the ones that are de-
scribed as righteous.

47.  I will not analyse the TV series based on the books here. For an analysis of 
this adaptation and how it depicts adolescent killers, see Andrew Howe, “Survival 
of the Fittest: Gendertopia and the Women of The 100” (2018).
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she turns eighteen, due to an implicit policy that all adult criminals 
are killed in order to ensure that the limited amount of oxygen on the 
spaceship can sustain the population for as long as possible (Morgan, 
100s 297–299). Wells, who knows that his community plans to travel 
back to Earth in order to find out whether it is possible to live there 
again, believes the air leak needs to increase so this expedition will 
take place before Clarke turns eighteen (100s 299; Morgan, Home-
coming 252–253). Without intending to, this leads to him killing the 
hundreds of people who are unable to get a seat on the rescue vehicles 
and return to Earth (Morgan, Rebellion 17). Wells considers himself a 
murderer, but Clarke argues that he actually saved the hundred ado-
lescents who, instead of facing capital punishment, were sent to Earth 
to find out if it was inhabitable before the spaceship’s other inhab-
itants followed (Homecoming 258). However, overall, Wells’ killings 
are described as unrighteous in the novel, even though his actions 
were not supposed to lead to people dying and even though they 
contributed to saving the convicted adolescents from capital punish-
ment. The significant difference from the killings that are depicted 
as righteous in my corpus is that the narrative, in this case The 100 
series, does not excuse or endorse the act of killing; instead, Well’s 
acts of killing are portrayed as unrighteous, wrong and amoral.

In Philip Reeeve’s Mortal Engines quartet (2001–2006), the ad-
olescent Hester Shaw discovers that her biological father is a bru-
tal murderer who killed her biological mother and her adoptive fa-
ther (Reeve, Mortal 51). She kills people in order to protect others, 
which corresponds to the second category but, contrary to most kill-
er protagonists in that category, she is portrayed as enjoying the act 
of killing (Reeve, Predator’s 302, 340–341). Her actions are thereby 
portrayed as unrighteous, whereas her boyfriend, and later husband, 
Tom Natsworthy’s killings are described as righteous, because he 
feels bad about having to kill in order to protect himself (Mortal 301). 
Here, the lack of guilt is what makes Hester’s repeated killings ex-
amples of unrighteous killings. The killings themselves may be done 
for a noble cause, but since they showcase “the darkness” in her, her 
actions are depicted as despicable. 
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Unrighteous killings also occur in The Hunger Games trilogy, for 
example, when Katniss kills a woman while she is protecting Peeta 
and trying to move him to a safe location (Mockinjay 367). When 
Katniss kills Tributes after her fellow Tribute and ally Rue’s death, 
this can be viewed as an example of killing for revenge (Hunger 293–
294). Killings out of revenge are usually not portrayed as righteous. 
For instance, when a group of adolescents kills an adult, Cleaver, be-
cause they believe he was responsible for the death of some of the ad-
olescents in their group in Neal Shusterman’s Unwind, the first book 
in the Unwind dystology (2007–2014), it is depicted as amoral and 
wrong (Shusterman, Unwind 250–252). In Katniss’ case, however, the 
narrative to some extent justifies her thirst for revenge, because of 
the devastation that she feels after Rue is killed and because she is 
expected to kill other Tributes in the Games (Hunger 293–294). This 
also places her killing in the fifth category—those who kill as part 
of a game enforced by a dystopian regime. Mafi’s Juliette is another 
example of a protagonist who kills for revenge. I will explore these 
killings in the section on Mafi’s series. 

The Specials—genetically improved adolescents who work as sol-
diers—are described in Scott Westerfeld’s Extras (2007), the final 
book in the Uglies series (2005–2007), as brutal and unrighteous kill-
ers, since they do not hesitate to kill anyone standing in their way. 
One of these Specials is Tally Youngblood, the protagonist of the first 
three novels in the series, but who has become a legend for adoles-
cents like Aya Fuse—the protagonist of the final book in the series. 
Tally argues that they have killed in order to protect the planet, but 
Aya regards Tally as “a little … unstable” and does not uncritical-
ly buy into Tally’s descriptions of her killings as necessary and just 
(Extras 40, 283, 291–292, quotation on 291). Focalisation from the 
perspective of a new protagonist is thus utilised to criticise the con-
ception of necessary killing that Tally represents.   

Killings sometimes occur by mistake, for example in the Gone se-
ries when a girl dies after a fight with Charles Merriman, nicknamed 
Orc (Grant, Gone 192). It is unclear if he intended to kill her, but one 
of the characters strongly underlines that “it’s still murder” (Ibid.), 
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thereby defining the action as an unrighteous killing. Sometimes the 
wrong person is killed, for instance in the Dust Lands trilogy when 
Saba’s brother Lugh aims for the enemy but ends up killing a friend 
instead, which leaves him devastated (Rebel 372). Hester’s daughter 
Wren, in Reeve’s Mortal Engines quartet, accidentally becomes a kill-
er when her attacker falls on the sharp end of her weapon (Reeve, 
Darkling 530). The attacker is responsible for this, especially since he 
tried to hurt her, but Wren still feels guilty about her actions. 

In short, these examples showcase that the protagonists’ actions 
are not always depicted as necessary or just. Instead, many narratives 
pose questions about whether the killings are necessary, and protag-
onists repeatedly question their own actions. 

*

To summarise, the nine categories of adolescent killers presented in 
this section illuminate the presence of different variations on the ad-
olescent killer motif in YA dystopian literature. As I have clarified 
in this section, they are all related to overarching age-related power 
structures within their dystopian worlds, although in different ways. 
In the remainder of this chapter, the novels by Henry, Mafi and Shus-
terman—and the connections between age-related power aspects and 
the adolescent killer motif in them—will be explored further. I will 
highlight how the adolescents’ oppression by individuals, institu-
tions and society at large affects their depiction as adolescent kill-
ers, and which ideologies relating to age-related power structures are 
communicated via the adolescent killer motif in the different series.

Killing in Self-defence and to Protect Others: 
Red in Christina Henry’s The Girl in Red 

Henry’s novel The Girl in Red explores the 20-year-old protagonist 
Red’s experiences of becoming a killer. It is set in a future US, de-
vastated by a lethal airborne disease called the Cough (Henry 20, 
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34).48 I view the novel as a feminist re-telling of Little Red Riding Hood 
in the shape of a YA dystopian novel. Similarly, Maria Nilson argues 
that “Henry’s novel is more of a young adult dystopian one than a 
new version of a fairy tale, although Little Red Riding Hood is alluded 
to again and again” (“Fairy” 18).49 The official institutions of Red’s 
society have largely collapsed, and thus no longer rigorously control 
how much power a specific person can access. The novel predomi-
nantly investigates Red’s intersectional subject position in relation to 
the hegemonic domain of oppression, which uses the manipulation 
of consciousness, ideology and culture as tools to justify systemic 
oppression (Hill Collins 284), and in relation to the interpersonal 
domain, which shapes the daily lived experiences of individuals and 
their interactions with others (Hill Collins 287). 

In the novel, both the structural domain, which organises op-
pression through the regulation of citizenship, rights and the estab-
lishment of policies (Hill Collins 276), and the disciplinary domain, 
which uses rules, hierarchies, how organisations are organised, dis-
crimination and surveillance to manage oppression (Hill Collins 
276–277, 280), have begun to fall apart as a consequence of the crisis. 
The president has died and been replaced by the secretary of state 
(Henry 236). The government is mostly discussed in the story as a 
force that tries to round up survivors and put them in quarantine. In 
this sense, the official institutions have lost some of their influence 
over the population. 

While Red’s family, especially her brother Adam, trusts the gov-
ernment to do what is best for the population, Red herself believes 
the government has some ulterior motive (62, 123–124). Significant-
ly, this unwillingness to simply accept that the people in charge have 
the population’s best interests at heart stems from Red’s extensive 
knowledge of what usually happens in dystopian novels and movies 
(39). Her position as a reader of dystopian literature both guides her 

48.  In the remainder of this section, I will only provide page numbers in the 
references to Henry’s novel.

49.  Apart from Nilson’s article, I have not been able to find any previous re-
search on Henry’s novel. 
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reactions to the catastrophe and interrogates the genre of YA dysto-
pian literature on a meta level, by asking what happens when a reader 
of dystopian literature faces their own dystopian reality.50

In this section, I will first briefly highlight some stylistic charac-
teristics that are central to the understanding of this YA dystopian 
novel. I will then clarify Red’s intersectional subject position in re-
lation to both the world that she lived in before the outbreak of the 
Cough and the state of the world after the disease has spread widely. 
Next, I will move on to an analysis of how Red becomes a killer, who 
she kills, why she kills them and how her actions relate to her inter-
sectional subject position and the different domains in the matrix of 
domination. Throughout the analysis, I will investigate how age-re-
lated power structures define her access to/lack of power in the dys-
topian universe by examining the use of the motifs of the controlled 
adolescent and the mighty adolescent. 

stYlistic aspects of T H E G I R L I N R E D

The Girl in Red is entirely focalised from Red’s perspective.51 It is 
narrated through an alternation between two different time planes, 
where the first consists of a chronological depiction of what happens 
to Red as she is on her way to her grandmother’s cottage in the woods 
for six weeks (24). She aims to find a quiet, safe space, far from the 
contagious people in the cities. The second encompasses analepses 
that provide the background to how she first set out on her journey, 
how her family was killed and what she has had to do in order to 

50.  This type of meta perspective is not uncommon within the genre. For ex-
ample, in Day’s The Fandom duology (2018–2019), the protagonists are all fans 
of a YA dystopian work and are transported into its world at a fan event for that 
particular dystopia; one of them even writes fan fiction about it (Day, The Fandom 
22–33). The characters use their knowledge of the fictional universe as they try to 
navigate it themselves.

51.  Henry’s novel is the only work of YA dystopian literature in the six case 
studies that is focalised from just one character’s perspective. All the rest are focal-
ised from several different characters’ perspectives. 
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survive since the disaster, most significantly defending herself from 
several attackers by using lethal force. 

The novel rewrites and redefines the narrative of the original 
fairy tale by depicting Red as a biracial, bisexual, fierce and femi-
nist protagonist with a prosthetic leg, who is rebellious in relation 
to the government and to other people’s hegemonic conceptions of 
her. The connection with the fairy tale is indicated by her nickname, 
Red, given to Cordelia by her father after she bought a red sweatshirt 
with a hood (51). Ever since, Red has worn this sweatshirt to signal 
her identity: “Cordelia was her name, but Red was who she was” 
(51–52). In addition, her quest to travel to her grandmother’s house 
in the woods, to protect herself from human “wolves”—that is, men 
who want to hurt and sexually abuse her—alludes to Little Red Riding 
Hood.52 In addition, dystopian novels and movies are a constant point 
of reference throughout the narrative, as Red has composed a list of 
rules based on knowledge she has acquired from dystopian narratives 
about what a protagonist should and should not do in order to sur-
vive in a dystopia (cf. 330).

red’s intersectional subject position

As highlighted earlier in this study, most female protagonists in YA 
dystopian literature are white, able-bodied, cisgender and heterosex-
ual (cf. Green-Barteet and Coste 82). Red, however, does only fit this 
description in one sense: she is cisgender. Her intersectional subject 
position is thoroughly defined by her race, (dis)ability, gender, age 
and—after the disaster—her position as an adolescent killer. I will be-
gin by analysing her subject position in the pre-disaster version of 
this future US.

52.  Henry’s novel also contains references to Macbeth (Red’s mother is a profes-
sor of literature who loves Shakespeare) (111), Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s 
Tale (260), Hansel and Gretel (109–110) and a slightly less obvious allusion to J. K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter novels (1997–2007), when a lab-created monster is called 
“the Thing That Should Not Be” (354), reminiscent of the replacement of Lord 
Voldemort’s name with “He Who Must Not Be Named” by those who fear him. 
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Before the outbreak of the Cough, Red goes to a college in her 
hometown, despite grades that would be good enough for admis-
sion to a prestigious university. The reason for her decision to stay 
at home is her acceptance of how her parents are getting older and 
therefore need to be taken care of, even though they do not see it that 
way themselves (58). As the youngest in the family, Red is treated 
like “a twenty-year-old baby” (38). Thus, even before the disaster, she 
experiences not being taken seriously because of her age and her po-
sition as the youngest child, highlighting the parents’ aetonormative 
tendencies to not view her as an adult. 

Red’s age intersects with her (dis)ability in this regard. She lost her 
leg in a car accident at the age of eight (36). While she does not really 
regard her (dis)ability as something completely negative, as she has 
learnt to compensate for the prosthetic leg (16), others do: “There 
was very little she couldn’t do, and she didn’t really think about it 
as a limitation (even if a lot of other people who looked at her with 
sympathetic gazes did)” (36). This quotation illustrates how being  
(dis)abled is regarded as non-normative in the hegemonic domain 
of this version of a future US. It also showcases the persistent con-
ception of what an able-bodied person is and is not. Robert McRuer 
clarifies that there is “a system of compulsory able-bodiedness that 
[…] emanates from everywhere and nowhere” (8). Although Red 
does not see her prosthesis as a limitation, other people do, due to 
this force of compulsory able-bodiedness. 

Her mother treats her as “crippled”, even though Red has never 
been allowed to use that word about herself (57). This conflict be-
tween Red and her mother dictates their relationship. Apparently, 
Red’s mother is concerned about how Red does not fit into the ideo-
logical mould of a person who is fully able to care for herself. It also 
seems that her mother still thinks of Red as a (dis)abled child, unable 
to provide for herself to the same extent as Red’s older brother, who 
goes to a university in a different town. In Red’s mother’s opinion, be-
ing (dis)abled seems to equal not being able to take care of yourself.53 

53.  It is also possible to interpret the mother’s attitude as a consequence of tra-
ditional views of men being better adapted to life in the public arena and women 
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Race is a power category that profoundly affects Red’s access to 
power in the pre-disaster world. Her biracialism is frowned upon by 
white people who, according to Red, seem to be uncomfortable as 
they cannot put her in either the category of white people or black 
people (11). This response can be interpreted as a reaction to how 
the two supposedly binary categories of white and black are desta-
bilised and transgressed. Red has to endure judgemental glances due 
to her race and (dis)ability, creating an intersection that underlines 
how multiple power categories together position her as a deviant in 
relationship to the hegemonic domain, which controls public opin-
ion through, for example, ideology (Hill Collins 284). Her bisexual-
ity, though, is not presented as something regarded as surprising or 
wrong by others. Instead, it seems like the world before the Cough 
does not really care about her non-heterosexuality, perhaps indicat-
ing that this world is less heteronormative than the contemporary 
US. Since Red is cisgender she is privileged in this sense. 

In summary, Red’s pre-disaster intersectional subject position is 
not very privileged. Her youth, her biracial heritage and her (dis)abil - 
ity intersect with each other and position her as someone who is non- 
normative in several different ways. In the post-disaster world, these 
power categories and their intersections are highlighted through out 
Red’s struggles with the new, dystopian world. In addition, her fe-
male gender is constantly foregrounded as something that makes her 
even more vulnerable in a society where civil rights and laws seem 
to have been abandoned, due to the breakdown of social institutions 
such as the government and the police. Consequently, she has to pro-
tect herself in whichever way she can, and this is depicted as the rea-
son she becomes an adolescent killer. 

I will now explore how Red’s intersectional subject position af-
fects her chances of survival in this dystopian world. The intersection 
between Red’s age, her position as the youngest in the family and her 
prosthetic leg dictates her family’s view of her when they discuss what 

as better suited for life in the home sphere, but this gender aspect is not explicitly 
addressed in relation to their lives before the Cough. 
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action to take when the Cough starts spreading. Red is adamant: the 
best course of action is to walk to the grandmother’s cabin in the 
woods, as far away as possible from other people and contagion (20). 
Her family, however, does not trust her to know what is best for them 
or herself. While Adam believes that the government must be doing 
what is right in creating the quarantines, Red’s parents do not listen 
to her, partly because of her youth: “[N]obody would listen to her. 
That’s what happens when you’re the baby [my italics] of the family” 
(38). Red argues that she is “an adult, too”, but her mother does not 
believe she will be able to walk all the way to her grandmother, due 
to her prosthetic leg (57). Consequently, Red feels that she is being 
treated like a small child (Ibid.). 

Here, an aetonormative perception of adolescents as less knowl-
edgeable than adults intersects with an ableist54 view of non-norma-
tive bodies as less capable of enduring physical hardships. Red de-
scribes her family’s treatment as 

the worst part of being an amputee. She could deal with the 
fatigue and the swelling and the stares and the unbelievably 
rude questions from strangers. What she couldn’t deal with 
was people who were not amputees acting like they knew what 
was best for her, and yes, that included her family. (55) 

Combined, these ideologies position Red as both mentally and phys-
ically unable to satisfactorily navigate in a society in crisis, highlight-
ing how the hegemonic domain shapes interpersonal relationships 
in this dystopian version of a future US. The controlled adolescent 
motif is thus actualised due to this intersection between age and (dis)
ability. 

Nonetheless, in the family, Red is actually the one who is best 
prepared to leave their house, both in a psychological and a physical 
sense. This is partly a result of her knowledge of dystopian literature 

54.  Ableism refers to “discrimination or prejudice against individuals with 
disabilities” (Merriam-Webster, “ableism”).
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and what usually happens to protagonists in this type of narrative. 
As soon as she understands that the Cough is spreading and that the 
authorities are unable to control the disease, Red starts training for 
the long walk she knows she will eventually have to embark on. She 
starts talking long walks with a heavy backpack, making sure she is 
up to the challenge despite her prosthetic (46). As much as Red does 
not view her prosthetic as a hindrance, she realises that long walks af-
fect the stump and that she needs to let it adjust to the added weight 
gradually, because she does not want to slow down her family when 
they finally leave (46–47). 

However, her family does not do the same, and after they finally 
agree to travel to the grandmother’s place, they come up with reasons 
as to why they have to wait a few days before they leave (20, 38). 
During a trip to pick up supplies—like camping gear—for the rest of 
the family, Red’s mother catches the Cough (73). Too late, the truth 
of Red’s assertion that they need to stay away from densely populated 
areas becomes clear to her family members. If only her family had 
listened to her, the mother might not have caught the disease. Con-
sequently, the narrative underscores that being young or (dis)abled 
does not make you less able to make the right decisions in order to 
protect your family. On the contrary, in this regard, Red’s knowledge 
about dystopian narratives and her physical preparations make her 
the most knowledgeable and well-adapted person in her family.

Apart from the aetonormative and ableist doubts of the family, 
Red is also confronted with overt and violent racism55 even before 
she is able to leave her house. Red and her brother are just getting 
ready to leave, saying goodbye to their sick mother and their father, 
who has decided to stay with their mother, when they are attacked 
by white supremacists (109–110, 115). In this group of racists, they 
recognise a man they have known for a while, Martin Kaye (115), 
which underlines how interpersonal interactions have altered due 
to the collapse of institutional control of the residents, and how the 

55.  In this study I define racism as “a racial project that combines essentialist 
representations of race (stereotyping, xenophobia, aversion, etc.) with patterns of 
domination (violence, hierarchy, super-exploitation, etc.)” (Omi and Winant 963).
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literal and metaphorical space for overt racism has expanded. Specif-
ically, the racism stems from a fear of miscegenation; the marriage 
and/or cohabitation of people from different races (Encyclopædia 
Britannica, “miscegenation”). The mixing of black and white people 
through marriage, and especially through procreation, is viewed as 
negative and/or a dangerous deviance within this racist conception.56 

As Richard Dyer clarifies, “[i]f races are conceptualised as pure 
(with concomitant qualities of character, including the capacity to 
hold sway over other races), then miscegenation threatens that puri-
ty” (25). Dyer illustrates how whiteness is ideologically equalled with 
a lack of race—of being just “people”—but miscegenation threatens 
that conception. It shows that white people are also racialised, there-
by counteracting the conception that white people are the only real 
people and should therefore be afforded all the privileges (Dyer 1, 25). 
Hence, the fear of miscegenation can be interpreted as a fear of expos-
ing how the ideological building stones of a racist worldview are faulty.

When the group demands that the parents come out of the house, 
the family members immediately realise that the racists intend to se-
riously abuse and/or kill them. Red’s mother clarifies how she, unlike 
Red, is used to the racism of an earlier era, which now seems to be 
blooming during the disaster (115). She also states that she has more 
knowledge about and lived experience of that kind of racism than Red: 

I know very well what they want to do. I know better than you 
[my italics]. When I married your father it was not exactly a 
common thing for a black woman and a white man to walk 
hand in hand. I got spit on enough times to know there were 

56.  In her analysis of colonial English fiction about India, Loretta M. Mijares 
makes a distinction between interracial marriage and miscegenation since they are 
treated differently within her corpus of texts: “Interracial romance or marriage 
is simply a relationship between two individuals, whereas miscegenation involves 
the offspring of such individuals. The actual existence of a growing mixed-race 
community in colonial India gave rise to different fictional responses than did the 
long-lived colonial fantasy of interracial desire” (323). Thus, the offspring becomes 
proof of an intermixing of races that is seen as a deviance, similar to how Red, her 
brother and their parents are treated during the disaster. 
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people in the world who thought we were doing wrong. Al-
though I never thought Martin Kaye was one of them. He was 
always polite to us. (Ibid.)

The mother’s experiences mirror American history’s race conflicts 
and showcases how the prejudice now resurfacing, in the form of 
overt violence that targets miscegenation, is based upon racist atti-
tudes and practices from earlier historical periods.  

Red voices an explanation as to why the disaster has changed the 
man’s behaviour: “‘He had to be [polite]’ […]. ‘And now he doesn’t 
feel he has to be, so he’s going to hurt you and Daddy because of it” 
(115). Red’s statement clarifies that when society is breaking down 
and the ordinary institutions of order, such as the police, have been 
shattered, this man no longer has a reason to hide his explicitly racist 
views. The hegemonic domain in Red’s pre-disaster society defines 
his overt racism as wrong and unethical, but in the disaster situation, 
anti-hegemonic ideas, like killing the so-called perpetrators of misce-
genation, allows this group of white supremacists to transform their 
views into actions. When no one is around to police human rights and 
democracy, racist ideas can flourish unchallenged. This affects the in-
terpersonal domain’s interactions between individuals in Red’s soci-
ety to such a great extent that someone who used to be polite to Red’s 
parents suddenly tries to kill them. For Red, the incident becomes a 
brutal awakening to a type of racism she has not had to face before. 
The existence of a more violent racism can be explained as a result of 
the lack of regulation from democratic institutions, for example the 
courts and the police; they may not have succeeded in counteracting 
all racism, but were at least able to punish those who commit physical 
hate crimes. When these democratic forces disappear, interactions in 
the interpersonal domain are once again deeply affected by the type 
of racism that Red’s mother had to endure when she was younger. 

Red and her brother escape from the racists when their parents 
decide to physically challenge them as a distraction so their children 
can escape (115). Consequently, the parents sacrifice themselves for 
their children, protecting them from harm in an action that is similar 
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to how the adolescent mothers Lyda, Shari and Elin—analysed in the 
next chapter—are prepared to do whatever it takes to protect their 
children, including becoming responsible for killing other people. 
The parents thus illustrate the potentially productive potential of an 
aetonormative conception of children: children need to be protected 
from real threats to their safety and well-being, whatever it takes. 

the adolescent killer, red

The majority of the chronological time plane, which starts when Red 
has been travelling towards her grandmother’s house for six weeks, 
explores what happens to Red after her brother has died and she has to 
navigate through her dystopian world alone. This depiction strongly 
emphasises her vulnerable position due to her female gender. She is 
repeatedly attacked by men who want to sexually abuse her and kill 
her. The first killing that is depicted in the novel, which is not the 
first she has committed, demonstrates how Red has literally become 
a piece of prey for men after the crisis. This fits into the first category 
of adolescent killers—adolescents who kill in self-defence. The power 
relationship between the young woman and her male attacker also 
echoes the countless narratives of rape and sexual abuse highlighted 
in 2017’s #MeToo movement. Red may live in an imaginary future 
society, but the oppression she faces is the same kind of oppression 
that women—especially intersectionally oppressed women—face on 
an everyday basis in non-fictional contemporary societies. 

In the killing scene, a man walks up to Red as she is cooking her 
food, and she immediately knows what he intends to do:

Red knew very well what he was thinking, what he thought 
he would be able to do to her. Men like him were everywhere, 
before and after the world fell apart, and it didn’t take any 
great perception to see what was in their eyes. No doubt he’d 
raped and murdered and thieved plenty since the Crisis […] 
began. (9)
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This showcases the same logic as in the case of the racist man who 
used to treat Red and her family with respect, but who later took part 
in the racist attack against her parents. When civil rights and policies 
that were set into place in order to prevent racist attacks and rape are 
eroded, people who have always wanted to let their dark desires roam 
free can now do so without being persecuted and/or imprisoned. 
Without institutions that uphold democratic values, it becomes 
almost impossible to counteract prejudiced and violent behaviour. 

It soon becomes clear that Red is not the right person to attack. 
She is prepared to use her axe to defend herself with lethal violence 
when necessary. She clarifies that she “would not be a hunted thing 
[my italics]” (24). The refusal to become a “thing” signals Red’s un-
willingness to be viewed as the object of others’ sexual and murder-
ous desires. She is a subject with an agency that helps her protect 
herself. While, to ableist people, her prosthetic leg signals heightened 
vulnerability in a crisis, this prejudice does not match the truth:

Lots of people thought that because she was a woman with 
a prosthetic leg it would be easy to take advantage of her—
that she would be slow, or incapable. Lots of people found 
out they were wrong. Someone had found out just a short 
while before—hence the still-bloody axe that kept drawing 
the attention of the stranger who’d come to her fire without 
invitation. (10)

This passage thus highlights both that others view her as less capable 
of defending herself due to the intersection of gender and (dis)ability, 
and how tightly tied her killings are to her intersectional subject posi-
tion. If people, predominantly men, because of their sexist and ableist 
views, did not view her as easy prey, they would perhaps not attack her, 
and so she would not have been forced to become an adolescent killer. 
Being a young woman makes Red even more prone to being attacked, 
highlighting how age intersects with her gender and (dis)ability and 
positions her as allegedly easy prey for men with evil intentions. 

Red is killing in self-defence, in a dystopian society where this is 
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a prerequisite for her survival, which matches Category 1 in Table 2 
of adolescent killers.57 She does not really have any other option than 
to use lethal violence when necessary, emphasised by this quotation: 
“She was just a woman trying not to get killed in a world that didn’t 
look anything like the one she’d grown up in, the one that had been 
perfectly sane and normal and boring until three months ago” (17). 
Lethal violence is depicted as the only means available to her if she 
wants to stay alive. Simply wounding her attackers is not viewed as 
final enough, which can be interpreted as an indication of how it 
may save Red from being attacked, raped and killed, but will not 
permanently remove the threat this man poses to women as a whole. 
Resorting to lethal violence is a distinct genre trait of YA dystopian 
literature, as exemplified by my overview of different types of killers 
in this chapter, and pacifism is usually not portrayed as an option in 
the fight against the oppression of dystopian regimes. 

In an analysis of violent girls in YA literature, Tara Moore clari-
fies that “the worlds in which these girls live demand that they fight 
for self-preservation and insurrection. Since violence is being used 
against the soldier girls, their own use of violence becomes a posi-
tive display of agency, an expression of power in a conflict situation” 
(116). This description fits Red’s use of lethal violence in a dystopi-
an world where she has to defend herself, even though she is not a 
soldier. Only by assuming the role of an adolescent killer can she be 
certain that the threat—in this case the man that comes to her fire-
place—has been defeated for good.

Throughout the narrative, Little Red Riding Hood is used as a 
template for apt metaphors concerning Red’s power, or lack there-
of, during her journey to her grandmother’s house. When the man 
walks up to her fire, she describes him as a “coyote” that she has to 
ensure will not kill her in its search for food (16). It is not until later 

57.  It is not entirely clear in the narrative whether the man actually dies, but 
he is lethally wounded and Red considers it likely that he will indeed die when she 
leaves the site of the confrontation (18). It is also clarified that she has not killed all 
three people she had met earlier, suggesting that she is responsible for at least one 
more killing than the ones described within the narrative (Ibid.).
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that she clarifies that he was “just a man, not a coyote, not a hunter” 
(17). She ends up wounding him with her axe, not sure he will die 
(18). Once again, the fact that she was forced to use lethal violence 
is foregrounded: “[S]he was sorry not that she’d done it but that she 
had to do it. Red didn’t like to think of herself as a killer, but she 
wasn’t about to let herself get eaten up [my italics] just because she 
was a woman alone in the woods” (Ibid.). This quotation alludes to 
how Little Red Riding Hood or her grandmother is eaten by the wolf 
in different versions of the fairy-tale, and it helps the narrative to 
communicate that becoming a killer is not something Red chooses; 
she is forced to take on the role due to her vulnerable position in a 
dystopian world. 

The second killing depicted in the novel takes place after a wom-
an has tried to lure Red into trusting her. Her husband attacks Red, 
and Red kills him with her axe (88). She kills in self-defence, which 
represents the first category of adolescent killers presented in Table 
2. This particular killing is psychologically tougher for Red, since the 
man’s teenage son, who was “old enough to harm her if he wanted”, 
but who only runs to his father’s side, appears and watches his fa-
ther die (88, quotation on 89). “Red felt sick then, sick at what she’d 
become, but she couldn’t really be sorry. She couldn’t be sorry that 
she’d killed that man before he killed her” (89). The quotation un-
derlines the necessity of Red’s actions, and as much as she hates being 
a killer, these killings are done in self-defence. 

The third killing depicted in the novel, however, is not just done 
in self-defence: its aim is to protect “the care circle” (cf. Seymour 
628), the people close to the adolescent killer who need to be pro-
tected from threats to their safety. Accordingly, this killing belongs 
in the second category of adolescent killers—those who kill in order 
to protect others from harm. After her brother has died, Red meets 
two children, Sam (a preadolescent girl) and Riley (an eight-year-old 
boy), who were orphaned after the crisis began, and who have trav-
elled on their own for a while (185). In this situation, it is clear that 
their young age is what makes her prepared to trust them, when she 
clarifies that she would never have dared to team up with adults, who 
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she regards as people that cannot be trusted to have her best interests 
at heart (Ibid.). Red’s conception of the adults as the enemy can be 
interpreted as the result of a binary conception of adults as distinctly 
different from children and adolescents, but instead of viewing the 
adults as the ones who are responsible for protecting young people, 
Red considers adults, as a group, the most serious threat to young 
people. Since the adults have so much power, they also have the abili-
ty to abuse that power, and this is why she does not trust them. Thus, 
adults are viewed as normative and as the ones with the most power, 
but they are not viewed as protectors of children and their needs in 
accordance with the rhetoric of aetonormativity, which argues that 
adults control the young in order to protect them—quite the contrary. 
The power imbalance is what gives adults the opportunity to capture, 
abuse, rape and even kill children and adolescents. 

Red decides to protect the children from these threats, since “[t]here  
are a lot of monsters out there, and all of them look like humans” 
(258). Her choice of words is significant on two levels: the monstrous 
dwells in how human nature can become a dangerous force if people 
give in to their dark desires, and in addition, a monster-like creature 
that has been bred in a government lab crawls out of some people who 
have caught the Cough (156–157, 318). Humans are indeed both met-
aphorically and literally speaking monsters in this dystopian world. 
Still, in the novel Red actively refuses to carry a gun as protection, 
since this is a tool that can only be used to kill (292). The axe can be 
used to chop up wood, for instance, and does not per definition turn 
her into an adolescent who is prepared to kill, even though it works 
well for that purpose when necessary. Consequently, Red distances 
herself from the role of a killer by refusing to use a gun and by using 
the axe instead. Moore clarifies that it is common that warrior girls 
in YA literature refuse to carry a gun. She stresses that “[t]he choice 
is especially significant since the gun is marked as a weapon of mas-
culine arrogance” (Moore 122). Thus, Red’s refusal to carry a gun can 
also be interpreted as a refusal of the type of violent masculinity it 
represents. It is this kind of masculinity that forced her to become a 
killer in the first place. 
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Red takes on the role of a substitute mother to Sam and Riley 
and, when she does so, she embraces the potentially productive force 
of aetonormativity to protect young people from (adults’) harm, just 
like the adolescent mothers investigated in the next chapter. How-
ever, contrary to the aetonormative conception that adults should 
withhold information about some of the dangers of the world they 
live in from children, Red decides to treat the two children as ca-
pable individuals, who have already seen so many terrifying things 
that it is not productive to try to protect them from horrifying facts 
about their current situation: “[S]he realized that protecting little 
kids from the truth was a relic from an old world, and that these kids 
had surely seen just how bad people could be since the Crisis started” 
(181). She herself is an adolescent who has seen the chaos created by 
adults, and this can be interpreted as why she views the children more 
like people of her own age than small children who need protecting 
from the truth. Protecting the children from harm also functions as 
redemption for her failed attempts to protect her brother, which she 
promised her mother that she would do by staying close to him (319).

The situation when Red kills to protect her care circle occurs af-
ter Sam has been captured by a group of soldiers. Red knows that 
Sam risks being raped and killed by these men and, when she gets 
the chance, she kills the three men who have imprisoned Sam. This 
killing is different from the two that were previously depicted, since 
Red is the one who attacks them and, for the first time, relishes the 
act of killing: “She was furious, actually—furious that somebody like 
this was still alive and walking around when her family was dead” 
(341). However, the way the soldiers she kills are prepared to capture 
and rape young girls, leads to Red viewing one of them as a monster: 
“[H]e was a monster, a wolf in the woods [my italics] who took little 
girls away and ate them all up [my italics] and she did not want him 
to get back up again” (342). Therefore, she may be the attacker in 
the situation that leads to the men’s deaths, but they were the ones 
who attacked Sam first and who gave Red a reason to kill in order to 
protect Sam by freeing her. When she actually commits the killings, 
they also function as revenge for the men’s abuse of Sam. This killing 
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can thus be viewed as an example of killing for revenge, which I have 
categorised in the ninth category of adolescent killers—unrighteous 
killings. However, because the men have treated Sam so badly, Red’s 
actions are still depicted as righteous. This clarifies how killing in 
revenge can sometimes be portrayed as justified in YA dystopian lit-
erature. 

The allusion to Little Red Riding Hood is further expanded when 
Red flips the power dynamic between them upside down in her act 
of killing the men: “You’re a wolf and I’m a hunter. I’m no Red Rid-
ing Hood to be deceived by your mask. I know what you are” (342). 
Significantly, at this point Red has removed her red sweatshirt in or-
der to sneak up on the captors (342); she is no longer a Red Riding 
Hood. While she does put it back on shortly after the killings, she is 
forever transformed. She has become a hunter— someone who does 
not just defend herself against harm, but who is prepared to attack 
and kill others. She even asks the rhetorical question: “Who’s the wolf 
in the woods now?” (343), further foregrounding her own transition 
from prey to hunter. 

This transition also includes the development from Red’s depic-
tion using the controlled adolescent motif, to the portrayal of her as 
a mighty adolescent who has learnt to embrace her own power and 
to protect herself and others from harm. A girl who does not want 
to carry a gun is just as lethal, and just as capable of protecting the 
people she cares about, as someone who carries a gun. Red reflects 
on how she is different to the person who set out on the journey 
to her grandmother’s cabin. She redeems herself with the fact that  
“[n]o amount of caution or knowledge or perfectly packed supplies 
could eliminate danger” (359). When she finally reaches her grand-
mother’s cabin, together with Sam and Riley, she concludes that she 
is not a Chosen One who could save her family, but she is “finally 
home, and there are no wolves in these woods” (363). However, as Nilson 
argues, there does not seem to be much hope that the patriarchal 
structures in society, which enable men to become abusers, rapists 
and murderers of girls and women, can be changed (“Fairy” 19).  
Similarly, Jill Coste argues that “the fairy-tale dystopia provides not 
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hope for the future in a broad sense, but hope for individual power in 
a practical sense” (99). The focus of the novel is thus on Red’s literal 
and metaphorical journey towards a safe haven, rather than a major 
change in the dystopian world itself. The wolves are still out there, 
ready to attack other girls and women. 

*

In summary, Red is predominantly vulnerable in the pre-disaster 
state of her society due to her age and (dis)ability. Her vulnerabil-
ity increases after the crisis, when the combination of overt racism, 
overt sexism58 that leads to threats of rape, tough physical conditions 
that turn her prosthesis into a more significant obstacle than usual, 
contagion and threats from devious adults make it dangerous for her 
to even approach another living being. In the novel, the erosion of 
institutions that uphold order and that define overt racism as unac-
ceptable, for example, is portrayed as allowing space for ideologies of 
oppression within the hegemonic domain to dictate the functioning 
of interpersonal relations. Red manages to protect Sam and Riley 
from harm in her role as a substitute mother, but in order to do so, 
she has to kill three people. 

In short, Red is initially forced by the extreme circumstances she 
lives in to embrace the role of a killer, even though she does not want 
to. Later, when she is faced with the capture and potential abuse of 
Sam, she decides to embrace the act of killing in order to save a young 
girl. The adults have created a society where she will not be safe un-
less she uses lethal violence. The same is true for Juliette in Mafi’s 
Shatter Me series who, due to her ability to kill people with her touch, 
becomes a pawn in political power struggles. I will now move on to 
an analysis of Juliette and her depiction as an adolescent killer.  

58.  Merriam-Webster defines sexism as “prejudice or discrimination based on 
sex”, “especially: discrimination against women”, and “behavior, conditions, or 
attitudes that foster stereotypes of social roles based on sex” (“sexism”).
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Being Turned into a Lethal Weapon: 
Juliette Ferrars in Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter Me Series

When the Shatter Me series begins, Juliette is a seventeen-year-old 
cisgender girl who has been locked up in a mental institution for 264 
days by the Re-establishment—a dictatorial regime in charge of the 
dystopian world that she lives in. She is entirely isolated, has been 
starved and is only allowed to use the toilet once a day. The reason 
for this treatment is her lethal touch, which led to her unintention-
ally becoming an adolescent killer when, at the age of fourteen, she 
accidentally killed a three-year-old boy (Mafi, Shatter 1, 9, 13, 124). 

Throughout the series, Juliette transitions from a totally controlled 
and oppressed adolescent, at the mercy of the Re-establishment’s dis-
ciplinary domain under which she is monitored twenty-four hours 
a day, and subject to the hegemonic domain’s ideologies about her 
special ability, which define it as an abomination, to become a young 
political leader of the rebels, someone who learns how to take control 
of her lethal touch and find empowerment in her special abilities. 
All Juliette’s interpersonal interactions are affected by how she per-
ceives herself as abnormal and how the majority of the other char-
acters consider her to be a dangerous murderer. In this sense, the 
series highlights how the interpersonal domain contributes to the 
oppression of Juliette. It also underlines how the Re-establishment 
has enforced a policy that allows the imprisonment of a young girl 
whose special abilities make her a threat to the governments’ pow-
er. Juliette’s human rights are deemed secondary when, for example, 
she is placed in a mental institution that does not provide her with 
access to a bathroom on a regular basis. The way Juliette is treated 
when she is committed to the mental institution and during her time 
there clarifies how the structural domain’s policies contribute to her 
oppression, by sending an adolescent to a mental institution that re-
sembles a prison.

Juliette’s lethal touch is defined as a (dis)ability by the Re-estab-
lishment’s hegemonic domain. However, the narrative challenges the 
original conception of her as (dis)abled due to her lethal touch and 
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the mental stress that it causes her, highlighting that (dis)ability is a 
cultural construct—the result of compulsory able-bodiedness—which 
positions some people as non-normative because their bodies do not 
match the conception of what an able body is (McRuer 8). The con-
trolled adolescent motif is gradually replaced by the mighty adoles-
cent motif, but with setbacks that clarify how finding empowerment 
in this dystopian world is not a straightforward endeavour, especially 
not when you are defined as (dis)abled by the society you live in. As 
Marieke Bruins argues in her master’s thesis, “the adolescent female 
body is considered dangerous when it does not adhere to society’s 
values of what females should embody, but […] through a growing 
connection with her body, emotions, and desires, Juliette is able to 
develop herself into an empowered young woman” (46). 

On a stylistic level, the series is told through multiple focalisers. 
Juliette’s perspective is present throughout the whole series, whereas 
the other focalisers vary in the subsequent volumes.    

This section begins with a clarification of Juliette’s intersectional 
subject position in a dystopian future North America. I investigate 
how the different domains of oppression in Hill Collins’ matrix of 
domination affect Juliette’s position in society. Thereafter, I contrast 
the conception of her lethal touch that she has been taught by the 
Re-establishment with the background story of how she came to pos-
sess this ability, which is gradually revealed in the fourth book, Restore 
Me (2018), and the fifth book, Defy Me (2019). The remainder of the 
section is devoted to an analysis of the killings Juliette commits: how 
they happen, who she kills, why she does so and how she views these 
different killings. Throughout, I highlight how the dystopian society 
that Juliette lives in has forced her to become a killer. 

juliette’s intersectional subject position

In the case of Juliette, her age and (dis)ability are the two power cat-
egories that are most prominently foregrounded in the series’ explo-
ration of her power position in society, but gender conceptions about 
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adolescent girls are also repeatedly discussed and problematised in 
relationship to her character. However, race and class are not given 
the same thorough investigation in the depiction of Juliette. She is 
white and therefore does not suffer the kind of racial discrimination 
that characters of colour face in this dystopian world (Shatter 281). 
Because Juliette’s adoptive parents are middle class and had the fi-
nancial resources to provide her with food and shelter (Mafi, Ignite 
121), nor does she suffer from discrimination based on social class 
or lack of wealth. However, these power categories are highlighted 
through other characters in the narrative, who face discrimination 
due to their minority status. 

While Juliette is heterosexual, and thereby privileged in this 
sense, there are other characters in the narrative who are gay and 
trans. As in Henry’s dystopian world, being gay does not seem to 
surprise or make people uncomfortable in this future North Ameri-
ca, but the only transgender character has to face transphobia59 from 
another minor character, who treats their process of transitioning as 
strange and unacceptable (Mafi, Defy 317; Mafi, Restore 375). Thus, a 
distinction is established between how Juliette’s society views being 
gay and being trans, clarifying that the latter is still not fully accepted 
by some individuals. The hegemonic domain seems to define being 
transgender as more of a transgression of normativity than being gay. 
This suggests that while Juliette’s society is not affected by oppres-
sion based on heteronormativity to the same extent as contemporary 
North America, cisnormativity establishes a hierarchy between those 
who identify as cisgender and cissexual on the one hand and those 
who identify as transsexual and transgender on the other, position-
ing the former as “dominant, normal and superior” in the hegemonic 
domain of oppression (cf. Baril and Trevenen 391). The transphobia 
of the minor character is a result of cisnormativity. 

Juliette is described by the Re-establishment as an “abomination”, 
“crazy”, “insane”, and a threat to other people’s safety, such as the boy 

59.  Transphobia refers to “irrational fear of, aversion to, or discrimination 
against transgender people” (Merriam-Webster, “transphobia”).
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she accidentally killed (cf. Shatter 4; Unravel 30).60 The Re-establish-
ment positions her body as unable to match the conception of an able 
body perpetuated by its hegemonic domain. Juliette has internalised 
this view of herself to the extent that she covers whole pages in text 
saying “I am not insane” in the notebook she uses to document her 
life in the mental institution (cf. Shatter 19). For Juliette, her lethal 
touch not only makes her body unable to ever match the definition of 
an able body, but also turns her into someone who has a mental dis-
order. Her sense of self is thus thoroughly dictated by how her killing 
power turns her into a deviation from what she perceives as a “nor-
mal” human being. In the series, Mafi uses the literary technique of 
letting Juliette cross out things that she has written in her notebook, 
with the goal of functioning “as a visual representation of the chaos 
in Juliette’s mind” (Shatter unnumbered page before the first page). 
In this example, a whole page of “I am not insane” has been crossed 
out, but with one final iteration of the phrase left intact at the very 
end of the page (Ibid.). Consequently, the narrative foregrounds the 
extent to which Juliette tries to overcome her own conception of her 
alleged “insanity”. 

Juliette repeatedly tries to convince others that she is not “crazy” 
(Shatter 129), but since she does not fully believe in it herself, this is 
almost impossible. Before Juliette arrived at the mental institution, 
she had been sent from one institution to the next and treated with 
pills, dangerous drugs and electroshocks, but to no avail (Shatter 145). 
In short, her lethal touch accidentally turned her into a killer, and 
therefore she is now supervised by the society’s disciplinary domain 
in the form of a mental institution. Consequently, her interpersonal 
interactions are strictly controlled. Since she is put in isolation, the 
only human interactions that she experiences take place when she 
runs to the toilets and the showers, which she is only allowed to use 

60.  Throughout this study, I put “insane” and similar words that can be used as 
slurs about (dis)abled people, for instance “crazy”, within quotation marks to clar-
ify that these are the words that are used in the narrative. I do not endorse the use 
of this kind of ableist language, but since the words are important for how some 
characters identify themselves, I regard it as necessary to use them in my analysis. 
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for a very brief period each day, and many of the residents of the 
institution do not even seem to know that these rooms exist (Shatter 
13). To summarise, the institution’s control over her is all-encom-
passing. It abuses its disciplinary power over the residents to make 
them suffer and can therefore not be viewed as a psychiatric hospital, 
but rather as an oppressive prison-like institution. In this way, the 
disciplinary domain exerts power over Juliette.

Juliette’s (dis)ability intersects closely with her youth. Her adop-
tive parents never loved her, and were both physically and psycholog-
ically abusive (Shatter 5, 21–22), and were also the ones who suggested 
her institutionalisation by defining her as “certifiably insane” (Defy 
40; Mafi, Unravel 11).61 The parents were “desperate to get rid of 
[her], to make [her] someone else’s problem, to convince themselves 
the abomination they raised was not, in fact, their child” (Shatter 
120). Juliette was also bullied in school, and called “Freak” and “Psy-
cho” (Shatter 136–137). Thus, the interpersonal relationships that she 
experienced up to the point of her institutionalisation solidified the 
view that she is a “crazy” murderer, highlighting the importance of 
the interpersonal domain in the establishment of her oppression. 

Power differences based on gender are investigated most thor-
oughly through Juliette’s two romantic interests, who help her chal-
lenge and change her self-conception when they question the way 
she regards herself as a threat, as “crazy” and as “a monster”. They 
can both touch her without being harmed. Initially, she falls in love 
with Adam Kent. He enters her cell in the role of a fellow resident, 
but later turns out to be working for Warner62 Anderson, the son 
of the Re-establishment’s leader (Shatter 3–4, 45–49). When Warner 
collects her from the mental institution, she is afraid to disobey him 
when he wants her to become his weapon in the fight for the Re-es-

61.  The parents’ desire to put their child in a mental ward is similar to how 
Lyda’s mother, in the Pure trilogy by Julianna Baggott, acts after her daughter falls 
pregnant outside of marriage, which I will explore in the next chapter on adoles-
cent mothers.

62.  Warner’s given name later turns out to be Aaron (Unravel 401), but for 
clarity, I will refer to Warner/Aaron as Warner throughout this chapter.
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tablishment, since she suspects that Warner would be willing to hurt 
Adam (Shatter 93). Therefore, she decides to play by his rules and “be 
the perfect mannequin”, instead of continuing her initial resistance 
to wearing the clothes that Warner has picked for her (Shatter 70, 
93). Here, she resigns herself to following stereotypical gender norms 
instead of rebelling against them, due to her romantic attachment to 
Adam. Still, she expresses feminist views by clarifying that she is “no 
one’s property” (Shatter 70), and by telling Warner, who is in love 
with her, that she is “not yours to want” (Shatter 178). In this sense, she 
underlines that she is not an object of desire for anyone to claim; she 
herself decides who is allowed to pursue her romantically and sexually.

However, despite the fine clothes and the appetising food, Ju-
liette’s life in the soldier compound is not that different from the 
mental institution; she is under constant surveillance and closely 
monitored by Warner (Shatter 123). Consequently, although she is 
in a new setting, she is still portrayed through the controlled ado-
lescent motif, where the disciplinary domain enforces her impris-
onment, even though Warner seems more fascinated of than afraid 
of Juliette’s lethal touch. Gender intersects with age and (dis)ability 
through the romantic attachments Juliette creates, first to Adam and 
later to Warner, and these power categories thereby greatly affect her 
interactions in the interpersonal domain. 

To summarise, Juliette is strictly controlled, predominantly due to 
her supposed (dis)ability and her age, with conservative gender ideals 
about women also being highlighted at the beginning of the series. 
Previous research has reached different conclusions about Juliette in 
relationship to patriarchal notions about women. Megan Schillereff, 
whose analysis is based on the first and third (but not the second) 
book in the series, argues that “she is a strong female character ca-
pable of changing her world, and she does it not by employing her 
sexuality but rather through a realization of self” (71). She views Ju-
liette as a “posthuman saviour” due to her lethal touch (Schillereff 
73, 77). However, Sara K. Day argues that in the first novel, Shatter 
Me, Juliette only begins to rebel after she has been awoken to this 
cause through her romantic relationship with Adam (83). “[T]he rep-
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resentation of the adolescent body not only as a potential tool for 
the state—one controlled by social and/or governmental expectations 
of conformity—but also as a potential weapon [my italics] ultimately 
reinforces contemporary Western culture’s contradictory attitudes 
towards and portrayals of the adolescent woman”, according to Day 
(91). She clarifies that the parallel between female adolescent sexual-
ity and rebellion implies that female sexuality is threatening (Ibid.). 
Contrary to Schillereff and Day, I argue that Juliette is depicted as 
simultaneously repressed and empowered in her dystopian society. 
Intersections between predominantly (dis)ability, age and gender po-
sition her as without privilege, but she gradually learns to navigate 
in this dystopian world, using her lethal touch for her own benefit. 
This, in turn, helps her find empowerment despite the intersectional 
oppression that she has to endure. 

I will further this argument in my following exploration of the 
different killings committed by Juliette throughout the series and 
how they relate to her changing perception of her own intersectional 
subject position, as well as actual changes in her access to political 
power. Her changed sense of self is primarily a result of her starting 
to view her lethal touch not as a (dis)ability, but as a special ability. 
Thus, her lethal touch does not change in any way, but because she 
starts to view it as an asset that can be controlled instead of a sick-
ness that turns her into a physically and psychologically challenged 
individual, how she relates to it changes, making it possible for her 
to find empowerment. 

the adolescent killer, juliette

Juliette’s first killing, in which she accidentally kills a young boy, takes 
place years before the series starts, but is present throughout the se-
ries because of how this incident shapes Juliette’s view of herself. The 
boy she killed was abused and mistreated by his mother in a store. 
The mother kept him on a leash, she was mean to him and apparently 
did not really care about her child, which reminded Juliette of how 
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her adoptive mother abused her and never loved her. Juliette tried 
to help the child, but when she touched him, he died from her touch 
(Shatter 124–125, 145). She accidentally killed in her effort to help a 
fragile child, which is a type of killing in the ninth category in Table 
2—unrighteous killings, in this case killing by mistake. At this point, 
Juliette was not aware that her touch was lethal, but she still blames 
herself for her actions and views herself as a monster: “I should not 
be allowed to live” (Shatter 126). 

During her time at the military base with Warner, Juliette is forced 
to relive this situation in what later turns out to be a simulation, but 
Juliette believes it is happening for real: a small child is in mortal 
danger, she tries to save him and he is hurt by her touch. This situa-
tion triggers a rage that leads to her revealing a new ability: super-
human strength (Shatter 160–163). It also foregrounds the discussion 
about how Warner wants to use her as a weapon and clarifies that 
Juliette is not in charge of her own life. If Juliette does not agree to 
hurt people for him, she will end up killed or maimed, which means 
she cannot refuse when he wants to use her to control and restrain 
the people who rebel against the Re-establishment (Shatter 52, 128). 
In effect, Juliette’s experience is that she is forced to use her lethal 
touch to hurt people, while most of all she just wants to get rid of it 
and to be a teenager who can touch people without being scared of 
killing them. 

Juliette equates her body with “a carnivorous flower, a poisonous 
[my italics] houseplant, a loaded gun with a million triggers and 
he’s [Warner’s] more than ready to fire” (Shatter 117). The metaphor 
of the flesh-eating flower is thus combined with gun imagery that 
makes it clear that she is not the one wielding Juliette the weapon, 
but Warner. This is an abundantly clear version of a patriarchal re-
lationship, where the man uses the female body as a weapon with-
out her consent, clarifying the power relationship between the two 
characters. This is further underlined by Juliette when she states that 
Warner wants her “to be a monster for” him (Shatter 179), that he 
regards Juliette as “his trophy. His secret weapon [my italics]” (Shatter 
153), and that he “wants to morph [her] into an animal who preys on 
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the weak. On the innocent” (Shatter 127). Clearly, Juliette is a con-
trolled adolescent who, due to her special abilities, is at the mercy of 
a powerful young man. The intersection between Juliette’s gender 
and her (dis)ability therefore renders her powerless and controlled in 
comparison to Warner. 

Juliette and Warner are repeatedly contrasted against each oth-
er in terms of how they view killing people. These differences are 
connected to traditional conceptions of femininity and masculinity. 
Whereas Warner is ready to kill a soldier who helped the rebels, stat-
ing that he would never have become a powerful young leader unless 
he was prepared to kill when necessary, Juliette is devastated when 
one of Warner’s soldiers is hurt by her touch after Warner told him 
to catch her (Shatter 77–78, 84, 104). Still, Juliette secretly enjoys the 
feeling of power that rushes through her when she uses her touch: “I 
enjoy the way it feels to be brimming with more life and hope and 
human power than I knew was possible. His pain gives me a pleasure 
I never asked for” (Shatter 78). This discrepancy, between how Juliette 
views her own touch as a disease and the rush of power that it gives 
her, leads to even more negative feelings for Juliette, who does not 
want to be a weapon because she cares about other people (Shat-
ter 201). Simultaneously, the power that her lethal touch gives her 
can be viewed as a forbidden desire that makes her feel more at ease 
with herself than when she has to restrain it. This makes her question 
whether she is a good person.

When Juliette is able to escape from the military base, she feels 
alive for the first time ever (Shatter 192–193). She has desperately 
craved this kind of freedom throughout her childhood, during her 
time in the mental institution and at the military base, when she did 
not really have more freedom than in the mental institution. This is 
the first time in the series that the motif of the mighty adolescent be-
gins to replace the motif of the controlled adolescent, and this tran-
sition is tied to her no longer being controlled by an institution that 
serves the disciplinary domain of the Re-establishment—in this case 
the military base.  Simultaneously, it occurs after she has behaved in 
a way that breaks the boundaries of what is entailed by being a tradi-
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tional female who abhors violence, which suggests that more mascu-
line traits equal power, even when a woman displays them.

Juliette’s view of using her lethal touch is dependent upon who 
she uses it on. After the incident with the toddler who she harms 
with her touch in the simulation, which she believes really happened, 
she defines herself as a murderer: “I’m a murderer. A monster. A 
worthless soul stuffed into a poisonous [my italics] body” (Shatter 135). 
Just like the metaphor with the poisonous plant mentioned earli-
er, she defines herself as threat—a poison—to those around her. She 
even thinks that she should be killed because of how dangerous she 
is (Shatter 166). 

However, after Adam has been shot by soldiers, Juliette feels a 
need to protect her true love. She plays on Warner’s desire for her 
in order to escape from the military base. As they kiss, she takes his 
gun and shoots him. She aims at his heart and has no moral qualms 
about her actions. She escapes, but it is soon revealed that Warner 
survived her violent attack (Shatter 259, 269, 314–315). Lethal vio-
lence is thus sometimes defined as amoral and sometimes depicted 
as righteous, since it is being used against someone who has severely 
abused Juliette and others. Consequently, the Shatter Me series prob-
lematises and questions when the end justifies the means. As Sara K. 
Day states, Juliette “chooses a form of resistance that capitalizes on 
her sexual attraction as a means of gaining power in a dangerous 
situation”, thereby wielding the weapon of sexuality instead of her 
lethal touch (84). By playing on Warner’s sexual attraction to her, she 
benefits from him showing vulnerability in close proximity to her. 
This gives her the opportunity to escape from her enforced role as 
Warner’s lethal weapon.

Overall, the second book in the series, Unravel Me (2013), depicts 
the transformation of the controlled adolescent Juliette, who is used 
as a weapon by others, into someone who gradually learns to con-
trol her powers and simultaneously takes on the role of a superhe-
ro, visually clarified by her use of a superhero suit (Unravel 29).63 As 

63.  The superhero suit visually positions Juliette as an action heroine. In Be-
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Bruins argues, “[b]y refusing to cover herself up or to isolate herself 
from society, she [Juliette] highlights the conception of her body as 
a weapon, but one that is no longer controlled or exploited by those 
in power or the power structures that are in place in her society” 
(54). She is no longer used as a weapon by Warner. Instead, she be-
comes an important political symbol for the resistance against the 
Re-establishment (Unravel 188). The resistance is located at a mili-
tary base, where others with superhuman abilities have found a ref-
uge from a society that deems them to be unnatural and monstrous 
(Shatter 296–301; Restore 226). For the first time in her life, Juliette 
is part of an institution that does not define her as (dis)abled and 
unnatural, but as one person among many with special abilities. At 
the resistance’s military base, the conception of Juliette as abnormal, 
which the Re-establishment’s hegemonic domain has promoted, is 
challenged and replaced with anti-hegemonic knowledge about how 
other people have similar abilities to hers.  

In Juliette’s role as a symbol for the rebels, the question of when 
lethal violence is justifiable comes to the fore of the narrative. Juliette 
recognises that people, including herself, tend to justify the act of kill-
ing others, for example by arguing that lethal violence could be nec-
essary for rebellion and the creation of a better world. She explicitly 
challenges this view: “I wonder if it’s ever actually possible to justify 
killing as a means to an end” (Unravel 174–175; quotation: 175). This 
passage can be viewed as a meta comment on the genre of YA dysto-
pian literature, which frequently depicts killing as necessary to create 
a better world (cf. Seymour 636). Thus, the meta perspective contrib-
utes to a thorough discussion of the righteousness of Juliette’s actions. 

yond Bombshells: The New Action Heroine in Popular Culture (2015), Jeffrey A. Brown 
argues that female action heroines have developed in the years before the publica-
tion of his book: “Factors like the preference for youthful heroines, their relation-
ships with central male characters, and the sometimes extreme levels of violence 
associated with heroines all help illustrate how the current wave of action heroines 
is defining femininity through a struggle with stereotypical and historical ideas 
about womanhood” (7). In Juliette’s case, her youth, her love interests and her very 
complicated relationship to using violence all define her character in a similar vein 
to the action heroines Brown analyses. 
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The same moral aspects of the act of killing are discussed in re-
lationship to Juliette’s realisation that it would be easy for her to let 
someone else decide who the bad guys are and to kill them on their 
behest (Unravel 173):

Who are you to decide who should be killed? Who are you to 
tell me which father I should destroy and which child I should 
orphan and which mother should be left without a sister, 
which grandmother should spend the rest of her life crying in 
the early hours of the morning because the body of her grand-
child was buried in the ground before her own? (Unravel 174) 

Here, the anonymous victims in a potential attack on the Re-estab-
lishment become individuals with a family and a background sto-
ry, which certainly makes it harder to justify the act of killing them. 
Consequently, Juliette questions how killings that are due to the dys-
topian state of the world have become an almost necessary part of 
interactions within the interpersonal domain. 

However, when Juliette later faces Warner’s father and the leader 
of the Re-establishment, Paris Anderson, she is forced to reconsider 
her attitude to lethal violence. Anderson is pointing a gun at Warner. 
Juliette has grown attached to Warner, who attempted to kill his fa-
ther after deciding to change alliance and join the resistance against 
the Re-establishment. Juliette first uses her superhuman strength 
to make Anderson drop the gun and later shoots him in both legs 
(Unravel 237–239, 242–243). She is prepared to kill him, but another 
rebel tells her that it is far too soon to do that. Afterwards, she asks 
herself what she has done, and she suspects that he is dead. She lat-
er finds out that he is not, but that she caused permanent damage 
(Unravel 242–243, 443). This incident gives Juliette moral qualms: “I 
keep telling myself that I have no interest in killing people but some-
how I find a way to justify it, to rationalize it when I want to” (Un-
ravel 275). This challenges her self-concept as someone who would 
never enjoy the act of killing, as she begins to realise that she may 
have been used by others in the past, but is responsible for the acts 
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of violence she is prepared to participate in voluntarily. Her actions 
can be defined as a failed attempt to kill a corrupt adult leader, which 
represents category four of adolescent killers in Table 2.  

It is clear throughout the series that Juliette does not wish to hurt 
anyone, but that her circumstances do not really provide her with 
other options. She can either become a killer in the name of creat-
ing a better world, or stand aside and let the Re-establishment hurt, 
abuse and kill civilians, while she does nothing to prevent it. Similar 
to Red, the dystopian world Juliette lives in more or less forces her 
to be prepared to use her special abilities in the fight for the greater 
good. Significantly, at the end of Unravel Me, Juliette takes part in 
a military operation to rescue civilians from the Re-establishment, 
and in the process she hurts and kills soldiers fighting for the Re-es-
tablishment (Unravel 424–425). These actions match category two 
in Table 2—adolescents who kill in order to protect others from a 
dystopian regime. She has made up her mind: she will use her special 
ability, not as someone else’s weapon, but out of her own free will in 
the fight for a better world and to protect those who cannot defend 
themselves. Consequently, the motif of the mighty adolescent with 
the ability to save the world from evil is evoked but, to find this kind 
of empowerment, Juliette has to become someone she does not really 
want to be. This is reminiscent of the actions Katniss must take to 
work for a better world, such as killing President Coin.

After a confrontation with the Re-establishment’s leader Ander-
son, in which he shoots her and she almost dies, Juliette becomes 
even more prepared to go to extremes to defeat him and the Re-es-
tablishment, while also changing as a person: “I’m done being nice. 
I’m done being nervous. I’m not afraid of anything anymore. Mass 
chaos is in my future” (Unravel 461). This is reminiscent of Red’s 
transition from prey to hunter. Juliette’s youth is also highlighted, 
but is not described as a reason for her not being able to face Ander-
son. On the contrary, she frames age as a relative concept: “Today 
I’m still just a child, but this time I’ve got an iron will and 2 fists 
made of steel and I’ve aged 50 years” (Unravel 460). This passage 
underlines the mighty adolescent motif by clarifying that her youth 
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will not stand in the way of her actions to save the world, and that she 
is indeed lethal, but that she now knows how to control her abilities 
and use them in the rebellion against the Re-establishment. She in-
tends to use her abilities to assassinate Anderson, who destroyed the 
resistance’s military base, killing most of her allies and friends in the 
process, and who severely abused Warner throughout his childhood 
(Ignite 78, 103). Thus, the category of the unrighteous adolescent 
who kills in revenge is intermingled with how Juliette was previous-
ly used as a lethal weapon and is now claiming her independence. 

The revenge is expressed through a dehumanisation of Anderson 
that justifies why he needs to be killed:

I will be unapologetic. I will live with no regrets. I will reach 
into the earth and rip out the injustice and I will crush it in 
my bare hands. I want Anderson to fear me and I want him to 
beg for mercy and I want to say no, not for you. (Ignite 305)

Later in the series, it is revealed that Anderson was one of the people 
who were responsible for all the hardships she went through because 
of her lethal touch, by not telling her that it could kill people (Defy 
107). This gives this passage new meaning; the revenge is also for 
him having treated Juliette’s special abilities as a (dis)ability and de-
stroying her childhood and the majority of her adolescence. 

Juliette’s attempt on Anderson’s life showcases her extreme pow-
ers. She pushes 200 soldiers off a ship by projecting her powers, and 
kills a soldier (Ignite 371–372, 393). She manages to confront Ander-
son and to shoot him twice: once for Adam, who is revealed to be 
Anderson’s son, whom he abandoned at an early age, and once for 
Warner, who was severely abused by his father Anderson (Ignite 396–
397). The confrontation illustrates how Anderson has not taken her 
seriously due to an intersection of age and gender. She clarifies how 
Anderson is now “brought to nothing by a silly little girl [my italics] 
who was too much of a coward, he [Anderson] said, to defend her-
self” (Ignite 393). By making the attempt on Anderson’s life, she once 
and for all decides that she “will never again apologize for surviving” 
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(Restore 1), which, in this case, means she considers killing in self-de-
fence to be legitimate. 

However, this view is questioned within the narrative by an adult 
character, Castle, who founded the resistance’s military base. Juliette 
is gradually becoming a symbol for the rebels and a potential polit-
ical leader of the dystopian North America portrayed in the Shatter 
Me series, rallying the masses with promises of change and a better 
world for their children (Ignite 342), and touching on improved so-
cial sustainability64. Castle asks her: “How can you lead a nation in 
the right direction when you’ve just slaughtered all who oppose you? 
How will you be any different from those you’ve defeated?” (Ignite 
227). This argument is reminiscent of how, in The Hunger Games tril-
ogy, Katniss gradually realises that the leader of District 13, Coin, is 
just as ruthless as President Snow. Here, however, the young protag-
onist is the one whose motives are questioned. 

Trites argues that in literature aimed at an adolescent audience, 
it is common for one or several adult characters to fill the role of 
an  ideology keeper, to be the one who communicates the ideological 
content of the book. In this way, the adult perspective and its ideo-
logical content is highlighted and enforced in the narrative (Trites 
77–79). Castle’s comment about Juliette’s readiness to kill for the 
greater good has that effect. It clarifies that what Juliette has come to 
regard as acceptable behaviour in a dystopian and extreme situation 
may not be righteous or justifiable at all, providing space within the 
narrative to question the protagonist’s actions and to stand up for the 
need to keep the value of life intact. Still, Juliette argues that “[w]e 
can’t just sit back and watch people die when we have the power to 
make a difference” (Ignite 227). With great power comes great re-
sponsibility and, as the series progresses, the balance between Juliette 

64.  I define social sustainability as follows: “Social sustainability is a given, 
if work within a society and the related institutional arrangements (1) satisfy an 
extended set of human needs and (2) are shaped in a way that nature and its repro-
ductive capabilities are preserved over [a] long period of time and the normative 
claims of social justice, human dignity and participation are fulfilled” (Littig and 
Grießler 11).
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using her powers for good, and her becoming just another mass killer 
who puts her own desires and needs before those of the people she is 
supposed to protect, is illuminated repeatedly. 

At the end of the third book in the series, Ignite Me, Juliette declares 
herself the new leader of the continent after she has allegedly killed 
Anderson (Ignite 396–397, 402). This invokes the young politician 
motif, which previous research in the genre has explored in depth, 
for example in the essays in Sara K. Day, Miranda A. Green-Barteet 
and Amy L. Montz’s Female Rebellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction 
(2016). In this role, Juliette’s youth and inexperience make it hard for 
her to live up to the ideal of the Commander of North America. This 
is underlined primarily by Castle’s comments about the continent’s 
new young leader, such as when he states: “You are certainly brave 
for your age [my italics], Ms Ferrars, but I’m sorry to see your youth so 
inextricably tied to inexperience” (Restore 9). Here, Castle’s aetonor-
mative conception of Juliette makes him regard her as less suited to 
being a powerful politician than older people, similar to how Elin 
in the Blood Rain series has to try to prove the adults wrong, when 
they do not believe she will be a good politician due to her youth. I 
will investigate this in the next chapter on adolescent mothers. Just 
like Elin, Juliette’s formal education is limited. Juliette was put in 
the mental institution before she could finish high school. And, just 
like Elin, Juliette internalises the view of herself as less suitable due 
to her youth: “Me, a seventeen-year-old nobody with very little life 
experience” (Restore 59). This highlights the hegemonic domain’s 
conception of youth and being a politician as two positions that are 
impossible to combine. 

Juliette’s self-doubts are contrasted with Warner’s belief in her. 
At this point in the series they have become romantic partners, and 
Warner has fully joined the resistance against his father. Juliette states 
that she does not “know anything about politics”, but Warner points 
out that only she could inspire a significant change in the status quo, 
rallying the masses for the resistance against the Re-establishment 
(Restore 123). He further argues that “[t]he world tried to crush you 
[…] and you refused to be shattered. You’ve recovered from every 
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setback a stronger person, rising from the ashes [my italics] only to as-
tonish everyone around you. And you will continue to surprise and 
confuse those who underestimate you” (Restore 124). Here, Juliette is 
conceptualised as a phoenix who does not give up, but keeps fighting 
for the greater good of the continent, which is a strong image of the 
mighty adolescent striving to create a better world. Warner’s view of 
Juliette thus challenges the hegemonic domain’s conception of ado-
lescent girls’ inability to achieve political change.

However, it is soon revealed that the Re-establishment has let Ju-
liette take on the role of commander as an experiment, and that An-
derson was not killed in Juliette’s attempt to assassinate him. It is also 
revealed that Juliette’s true name is Ella Sommers, and that she has a 
sister named Emmaline, who is telekinetic and able to project visions 
(Restore 211, 227). Emmaline is in prison and the Re-establishment 
has used her to project visions of an Earth with an ecosystem that is 
severely damaged by humanity, ensuring their own rise to power by 
providing hope in dark times (Defy 323). Juliette/Ella’s65 biological 
parents, who are the leaders of Oceania, gave the sisters to the Re-es-
tablishment. Anderson picked abusive adoptive parents for Juliette 
in order for her powers to become manifest (Restore 206; Defy 105). 
Emmaline was the first of the so-called “Unnaturals” found by the 
Re-establishment, and Juliette’s mother used genetic experiments on 
Juliette to turn her into an executioner for the Re-establishment (Re-
store 226).66 This is an extreme version of adult power abuse, where 
the children are experimented on and literally turned into soldiers 
and weapons for the regime (cf. Defy 112). The abusive stepmother is 

65.  For clarity, I will refer to Juliette/Ella as Juliette throughout this whole 
chapter, but in the series, Juliette gradually takes on her original name and begins 
to identify herself as Ella, not as Juliette. This is visually exemplified in the titles of 
chapters focalised from her perspective, which are variously titled Juliette, Ella or 
one or two of these names crossed out.

66.  At this point, it is also clarified that Juliette’s powers arose out of scien-
tific intervention. However, it is unclear if Juliette’s abilities, as well as the other 
so-called Unnaturals’ abilities, are originally a result of magic or scientific manip-
ulation of these individuals, opening up for both fantasy and science fiction inter-
pretations. 
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a recurrent motif in fairy tales, for example, but here both Juliette’s 
stepmother and her biological mother are abusive. The older women 
are thereby demonised.

According to Sarah Hentges, in YA dystopian literature, including 
the Shatter Me series (186), it is common that “some kind of govern-
ment scheme” is the reason for adolescent girls’ special powers. The 
power relationship is highlighted by the daughter of a different com-
mander, who was also weaponised by her parents: “[O]ur parents 
chose to be homicidal maniacs. We, on the other hand, were forced 
to be” (Defy 37).  The children are left with no choice about whether 
they want to use lethal violence or not. Thus, Juliette’s story is not 
unique. All the commanders’ children have undergone similar expe-
riences of being used as weapons for the Re-establishment, showing 
how this is a structural problem in their dystopian world, which is 
based on adults abusing their power against defenceless children. 

The question of when killing is righteous becomes even more 
pronounced when Juliette discovers that the Re-establishment now 
plans to kill everyone in the sector where Juliette lives and works as a 
young politician (Restore 403). She first attempts to make a group of 
powerful people who support the Re-establishment rebel against An-
derson’s regime, but when that fails she uses her powers to kill them 
all—more than 600 people (Restore 411). However, their deaths later 
turn out to be faked—a vision that Anderson used to fool Juliette and 
make her think she is more powerful than she is (Defy 4, 6). The act’s 
purpose was to make Juliette’s seem “unhinged” and eliminate the 
mass support for her (Defy 42). Here, the Shatter Me series provides 
a surprising twist to the motif of the adolescent politician/political 
symbol that is common in YA dystopian literature, by clarifying that 
Juliette was never really in charge of a whole continent. She just be-
lieved that she was, while the adults were waiting in the wings for 
the right moment to remove her from her power position (Defy 42). 
The result is once again an extreme version of aetonormativity. The 
Re-establishment let Juliette believe that she was powerful, when she 
was actually still controlled by the adults, albeit in a rather atypical 
way.
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After Juliette’s alleged mass killing, her biological parents capture 
her, bind her powers and take her to her childhood home, where they 
physically and mentally abuse her, as well as drug her, in violent ex-
periments. By now, Juliette has found out how severely her biological 
parents have abused her and her sisters. She has also visited Emma-
line, who is forced to live underwater in a tank, where her sole pur-
pose is to be the Re-establishment’s weapon (Defy 226, 324). Juliette 
escapes by killing her mother (Restore 422; Defy 83–84, 118, 123, 235), 
and, for the first time, enjoys the act of killing. Revenge is what mo-
tivates her actions, which positions this murder in the ninth category 
of adolescent killers, those who kill for unrighteous reasons, in this 
case for revenge. 

However, her actions are to some extent legitimised within the 
narrative. Juliette rips out her mother’s heart with her bare hands 
after feeling “a violent, potent, animalistic need to murder her”, since 
her mother is “the worst kind of human being. A traitor to human-
ity” (Defy 234). Although the glorification of murder is problematic, 
the act of killing her mother—her primary abuser—turns the power 
hierarchy between them upside down for the first time. The extreme 
aetonormative power abuse of Juliette’s parents, especially her moth-
er, can only end after Juliette has turned the weapon that her mother 
helped create—that is, Juliette herself—against its creator. Here, mur-
der leads to empowerment, since the act of killing the mother is por-
trayed as a necessity in the fight against the Re-establishment. Simul-
taneously, it poses the uncomfortable question of whether Juliette is 
increasingly becoming a copy of the ruthless adults in her world. 

The growing resistance against the Re-establishment is fore-
grounded after Juliette escapes from her parents and meets a rebel 
group led by the daughter of Juliette’s adult advisor, Castle, and her 
wife (Defy 317–318). The daughter has been inspired by Juliette. She 
states that “[a]ll the resistance groups across the globe now know 
the truth” about Juliette’s true identity (Defy 322), and that Juliette 
has become “a figure to rally around” (Defy 328). Clearly, the for-
mer Commander of North America is now a true political symbol 
of global resistance. The way that Juliette has inspired others in the 
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young generation to rebel demonstrates that, no matter how much 
the Re-establishment tries to control Juliette, she is able to influence 
the political landscape of this dystopian world. She does not primar-
ily do this by using her lethal touch or her superhuman strength, but 
through her willingness to do whatever it takes to fight the extremely 
oppressive adult generation that founded the Re-establishment. Ju-
liette is an adolescent killer who is used as a weapon and kills in re-
venge, but she is simultaneously an underdog, who manages to ques-
tion and showcase the lies upon which the Re-establishment builds 
its power position. 

In the final book in the series, Imagine Me (2020), the Re-estab-
lishment commits even more atrocities against the children of the 
commanders, as well as the people that the adolescents are trying to 
protect. For example, the Re-establishment attacks the hiding place 
of Juliette and the other rebels. They kill many people and imprison 
Juliette (Mafi, Imagine 130, 156). Thus, the extent to which the adult 
regime is willing to abuse children and adolescents is underlined even 
further. This aetonormative power abuse even extends to total mind 
control in Juliette’s case. She is mind-wiped and turned into Ander-
son’s loyal soldier. He has even put a pager in Juliette’s wrist with 
which he can summon her (Imagine 189–193, 239). The depth of this 
mind control is illustrated in a scene in which she agrees to cut off her 
own finger when Anderson orders her to do so, and by how she is at-
tracted to Anderson as a result of her lingering, albeit deeply hidden, 
memories of her attraction to his son, Warner (Imagine, 245–246, 
272–273).

The extent to which Juliette’s biological mother used and abused 
her two daughters’ bodies in her attempts to create weapons for the 
Re-establishment is further emphasised when Juliette discovers that 
she was only ever meant to provide a body for Emmaline’s conscious-
ness when Emmaline’s own body could no longer survive in the wa-
ter tank in which she is forced to live (Imagine 163). Juliette’s reaction 
to this realisation showcases her despair and simultaneously creates a 
new interpretation of the title of the first novel in the series, Shatter 
Me: “A spare. That’s all I ever was, I realize. A spare part kept in cap-
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tivity. A backup weapon in case that all else failed. Shatter me [my ital-
ics]. Break glass in case of emergency” (Imagine 156). Here, Juliette is 
literally described as a weapon kept behind glass until she is needed 
to serve the Re-establishment’s attempts at world domination. Only 
when—or if—she was needed, would there be a reason to let her out 
of her glass cage and use her as a biological container for her sister’s 
consciousness. 

However, Emmaline’s consciousness does enter Juliette’s body 
and, even though Juliette almost dies in the process, this is the begin-
ning of a collaboration between the two sisters. Emmaline helps Ju-
liette defeat the Re-establishment and, in return, she wants Juliette’s 
help in killing her own body so that she can finally find peace (Imag-
ine 17–23, 46–47).

In the final rebellion against the Re-establishment, the children 
of the commanders join forces to save Juliette and to murder their 
parents (Imagine 51). In this process, they kill the Re-establishment 
soldiers who are attacking their hiding place, as well as the soldiers 
and scientists who work for the Re-establishment, when they rescue 
Juliette (Imagine 133, 141, 372). These are examples of the adolescent 
killer who kills in self-defence and to protect others, the first and sec-
ond categories of adolescent killers presented in Table 2. While An-
derson is killed by one of the other commanders, Warner, Juliette’s 
friend Kenji Kishimoto and one of the commanders’ children joint-
ly kill another commander. In addition, Warner kills another com-
mander. Juliette is responsible for taking the lives of the last two sur-
viving commanders by snapping their necks and tearing their bodies 
in half as she is on her way to Emmaline in her water tank (Imagine 
381, 384–386, 419). These killings belong in the fourth category of 
adolescent killers—those who kill corrupt adult leaders as part of a 
rebellion against a dystopian regime.

Before Juliette joins the final rebellion against the Commanders, 
however, her friends must de-activate Anderson’s mind control; she 
has been programmed to kill both Warner and Kenji (Imagine 387). 
This is an example of an extreme version of aetonormative power 
abuse, in which Juliette’s mind and body are literally told to kill the 
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two people in the world she loves the most. She is per definition An-
derson’s weapon, which positions her in the fifth category of adoles-
cent killers. However, she is able to break free of his influence before 
she follows this command, just as she withstood Warner’s and Ander-
son’s previous attempts to make her kill on their behalf. What brings 
Juliette back to herself is partly Emmaline begging her not to follow 
Anderson’s command, but first and foremost Warner’s love. He tries 
to reason with her, but her memories do not return until he kisses 
her. At this point in the narrative, she is able to stop herself from 
acting as Anderson’s weapon (Imagine 400). The physical memories 
of Warner’s touch and the strength of his love are presented as the 
sole solution for eradicating an extreme version of mind control. In 
this way, the power of romance and love is presented as the one thing 
that can save Juliette, who has spent most of her life being unloved. 

Juliette’s breaking of her metaphorical chains is portrayed as an 
exorcism of the evil inside of her: “I scream until the monster [my ital-
ics] inside of me begins to die. And only then—only when I’m certain 
I’ve killed some small part of my own self do I finally collapse” (Imag-
ine 409). Afterwards, she rips out the transmitter in her arm and all 
her memories return (Imagine 409–410). She may not have physically 
killed Anderson but, all the same, she permanently defeated him.

Emmaline uses her mind-power to kill their biological father, who 
contributed to the abuse of his two daughters throughout their lives, 
thereby achieving the same kind of revenge as Juliette did when she 
killed their mother (Imagine 425). Both sisters thus fit into the cat-
egory of adolescents who kill in revenge, which I have placed in the 
ninth category—unrighteous killings. Still, these examples are slight-
ly different from most in my corpus, because the sisters’ actions are 
legitimised within the narrative. The extreme power abuse by the 
parents is presented as a righteous reason to kill them, in the same 
sense as the killing of the commanders is depicted as the only option 
for the adolescents if they want to create a better world. In some cas-
es, then, killing is portrayed as a just means to an end. The extent to 
which lethal violence is endorsed in Mafi’s series makes it stand out 
in relation to the rest of my corpus.
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In the series, the final killing for which Juliette is responsible is 
when she agrees to kill Emmaline after her sister begs her to (Imagine 
426–427). She thereby kills out of mercy to end her sister’s suffering, 
which fits the seventh category of adolescent killers. Significantly, 
this is the only one of Juliette’s killings that happens off-stage. In a 
series that includes so many different examples of killing, this differ-
ence underlines how this particular killing is the hardest one for Ju-
liette—something that is too heart-breaking to even put into words.

The end of the series depicts hope in the creation of a new, more 
just social order. Juliette stays in hiding, but she is celebrated as “one 
of the most feared, most lauded heroes of our known world” (Imagine 
449), and she has lots of supporters who treat her a as a hero (Imagine 
443). Her killings are not portrayed as reasons to consider her evil or 
amoral. On the contrary, her actions are viewed as integral to the de-
feat of the Re-establishment, and thereby as righteous and necessary. 
The focus of the ending, however, is not on political developments 
following the defeat of the corrupt adult leaders, but on her and War-
ner’s upcoming wedding (Imagine 440–441). Thereby, a series that is 
in many ways radical in its occasional glorification of lethal violence, 
ends in a traditional YA dystopian way with a young female pro-
tagonist who can finally—or at least for a while—step away from her 
political role and celebrate the traditional heterosexual union of two 
lovers. The romance genre thus has the last word in this otherwise 
sometimes pitch-black YA dystopian series.67  

To summarise, Juliette commits different killings throughout the 
series, and at times it is unclear whether the means she uses to defeat 
the evil adult regime also risk turning her into someone evil. Howev-
er, the narrative underlines how she is a victim of adult power abuse, 

67.  Day illustrates how young female protagonists are recurrently awoken to 
the need for a rebellion via a romantic relationship with a male character who is 
already determined to rebel (90). 

For an analysis of how romantic heterosexual relationships are a vital ingredi-
ent of YA dystopian literature, to provide hope in an otherwise dark narrative, see 
for example Ann M. M. Childs’ “The Incompatibility of Female Friendships and 
Rebellion” (2016).   
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and the final book in the series clarifies that the only way for the ad-
olescents to escape repression and oppression is to kill the evil adults 
responsible for their torment. The end of the series implies that the 
new world order led by the adolescents will be more just, and thereby 
more socially sustainable, but it is up to readers to imagine if, and if 
so, in what ways the adolescents succeed in this endeavour. 

The line between righteous killings and despicable acts of vio-
lence will now be explored further in the section on Shusterman’s Arc 
of a Scythe trilogy, in which the two young protagonists are selected 
to become professional killers in a world where mortality has been 
defeated. 

Killing as a Profession: 
Citra Terranova and Rowan Damisch 

in Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe Trilogy
The two protagonists in the Arc of a Scythe trilogy, Citra Terranova 
and Rowan Damisch, live in a world where there is no longer any 
cause of permanent death, apart from burning by fire (Scythe 227).68 
In order to control the size of the population after mortality was 
defeated, about two hundred years previously, a Scythedom was es-
tablished. The “scythes” have the task of “gleaning” people according 
to a carefully monitored quota and must make sure they do not show 
any bias in who they decide to glean (Shusterman, The Toll 44; Scythe 
55, 75). Consequently, all humans live under the constant threat of 
death, but since such a small percentage of the population is gleaned, 
most characters do not seem to worry too much about their lives 
ending, even though they are scared of the scythes. 

The world is controlled by the Thunderhead—an artificial intel-
ligence that monitors all humans and animals, records everyone’s 

68.  For another example of YA dystopian literature in which immortality has 
been defeated, see Gemma Malley’s The Declaration trilogy (2008–2010), which is 
also included in my corpus. 
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memories, makes sure that traffic runs smoothly and is seen as the 
creator of a utopian society in which all human needs are catered 
for by the Thunderhead. However, it is not allowed to interact with 
the Scythedom, which is thus totally in control of who is gleaned. At 
the age of sixteen, Citra and Rowan are picked by Scythe (Michael) 
Faraday to become his apprentices and to begin training to become 
professional killers (Shusterman, Thunderhead 168, 417; Scythe 50, 62, 
93). 

As the trilogy progresses it becomes clear that some scythes have 
started abusing their position and are killing for pleasure, not out of 
necessity, and are disregarding the rules that are supposed to dictate 
the scythes’ profession. Citra and Rowan are drawn into the political 
struggles between the old and the new order, and must tackle their 
position as adolescent killers by trying not to be used and abused 
by others who want them to kill on their behalf. Just like Juliette in 
Mafi’s series, Rowan is occasionally used as a weapon, but most of 
the killings he and Citra commit are tied to their position as scythes 
or aspiring scythes, which means that they are legitimised by society. 

The focalisation shifts between several different characters 
through out the trilogy, but Citra and Rowan’s perspectives are pres-
ent in all books. The narrative also includes extracts from the scythes’ 
glean ing journals, speeches by different political forces and brief sec-
tions from the Thunderhead’s perspective, for example. 

In this section, I will first introduce Citra’s and Rowan’s subject 
positions in their society. I will thereafter clarify how their position 
as adolescent killers, as scythes, transforms their lives. The remain-
der of the section will be devoted to an investigation of the killings 
for which Citra and Rowan are responsible throughout the series 
and how they are justified and depicted in their supposedly utopian 
world, which is gradually revealed to be a dystopia. I will also high-
light the situations in which the controlled adolescent motif and the 
mighty adolescent motif are present, to interrogate the power, or lack 
thereof, of these adolescent killers who are atypical in the genre of YA 
dystopian literature. Hill Collins’ concept of the matrix of domina-
tion will also be applied.  
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citra’s and rowan’s intersectional 
subject positions

The set-up of this YA dystopian trilogy is distinctly different from 
most other texts in my corpus of primary texts. It begins as a utopia, 
where poverty, racism and different kinds of (dis)ability have been 
“defeated” with the help of the all-powerful Thunderhead. The cli-
mate crisis has been solved, and criminality is no longer a problem 
(Scythe 59, 109, 178; Toll 183; Thunderhead 59). Because people do not 
die from old age, they can simply “turn a corner” when they want to 
become young again. The only restriction is that they are not able to 
become younger than twenty-one, even though attempts are made 
to improve genetic therapy so that people can become adolescents 
again (Scythe 17, 25). Scythes are supposed to be selected from the 
best people, to make sure that they do not abuse the privilege of 
gleaning or the worldly comforts of the scythes, such as unlimited 
resources (Scythe 14, 16). They are not defined as killers, since they do 
not “kill”, but “glean” instead: “[W]e do not officially call it ‘killing’. 
It is not socially or morally correct to call it such. It is, and has al-
ways been, ‘gleaning’, named for the way the poor would trail behind 
farmers in ancient times, taking the stray stalks of grain left behind” 
(Scythe 11). Consequently, the gleaned are compared to leftovers—the 
residue that has been left behind.  

However, it is gradually revealed that the Thunderhead took over 
by subduing global riots. It killed all its opponents and replaced pol-
iticians and the existing political systems, including democracy, with 
its own supposedly benevolent dictatorship. Some scythes even con-
tributed to the new world order by killing the few remaining poli-
ticians (Scythe 61, 136; Thunderhead 214, 433). The extent to which 
this world is governed by dystopian tendencies is gradually revealed 
to the readers and to Citra and Rowan, who eventually decide to not 
play by the rules of scythes because of these revelations.    

The distinction between and intermixing of utopian and dysto-
pian aspects in the fictional world of the Arc of a Scythe trilogy has 
been highlighted in previous research. Based on an analysis of the 
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first two books, Anna Bugajska argues that “the drawbacks of his 
[Shusterman’s] utopia—controlled depopulation, the collapse of le-
gal and linguistic structures for the description of extended relations, 
individual identity crises” can be viewed “as unavoidably dark lin-
ing of the silver singularitarian cloud, inherent in and conditioning 
any utopian project” (“Tomorrow’s” 57). In her book Engineering 
Youth: The Evantropian Project in Young Adult Dystopias (2019), Buga-
jska states that she views the first two books as “a fundamentally 
utopian tale” (Engineering 160). For example, Bugajska argues that 
Shusterman “proactively seeks to change the attitude of his audience 
to technologies they might consider dystopian by default, and shows 
how they can be used for the benefit of the society” (Engineering 161). 

In a study of American tenth graders’ interpretation of the first 
two books in the trilogy, conducted by Jacqueline Bach, Emily Peters 
and Joshua Bourgeois, the students underlined the contradictions be-
tween the seemingly utopian society and its dystopian tendencies. 
For example, they highlighted how the society is superficial and stag-
nant, and that gleaning produces a lot of suffering amongst family 
members and friends, even though mortality has officially been de-
feated (Bach et al., “Teaching” 42–43). Despite the different interpre-
tations found in previous research, where Bugajska seems to favour 
the utopian tendencies and the tenth graders are convinced that this 
is a dystopia, they all highlight the interplay between utopia and dys-
topia in the trilogy. In the following analysis, I will clarify how the 
dystopian tendencies become more and more pronounced the fur-
ther the series progresses, by focusing on the relationship of power 
between the adolescent protagonists and the adult world. 

In Citra and Rowan’s world, the intersectional subject position of 
a person supposedly has no effect on their access to free will and pow-
er over their own lives, since the world has dealt with racism, poverty 
and (dis)ability. However, the way the world has tackled these things 
is in no way perfect, so power differences based on different pow-
er categories still exist. For example, both Citra and Rowan have a 
mixed racial heritage, like everyone else, but there are still societal 
structures that define some races as superior. The index of a person’s 
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heritage always begins with the percentage of Caucasoid, clarifying 
that racial hierarchy is built into the system used to counteract rac-
ism by positioning whiteness as the first category that should be ad-
dressed (Toll 183–184). Therefore, the hegemonic domain’s ideology 
about different race categories is built into the system that is used to 
counteract racism. 

Rowan’s highest percentage of any race category is Caucasoid, but 
Citra scores highest on the Afric category (Scythe 43–44). The nar-
rative depicts no examples of racism directed at either of them, but 
the claim that racism has been defeated for good is counteracted by 
how less honourable scythes glean more people from certain cultural 
and racial backgrounds (Thunderhead 133–134).69 Overall, both Citra 
and Rowan are privileged, especially after they become scythe ap-
prentices and can access the scythe privileges, including unlimited re-
sources and immunity from being gleaned, which applies to all their 
family members for as long as they themselves remain alive (Scythe 
52). However, from the moment that they become scythes, they lose 
contact with their families, and all their interpersonal interactions 
are governed by their relationship to the Scythedom.

When it comes to (dis)ability, (dis)abled people no longer ex-
ist, since the Thunderhead has “cured” conditions such as deafness 
(Scythe 178). Both Citra and Rowan are able-bodied and healthy. In 
this world, physical pain, melancholia and obesity can be cured by 
the fine-tuning of “nanites”, which every human has implanted in 
their body (Scythe 33; Thunderhead 420–421; Toll 63). This is a com-
mon component in the science fiction genre. Here, the compulsory 
able-bodiedness, which Robert McRuer addresses in relationship to 
contemporary society, is taken to extremes when (dis)abled people 
are no longer allowed to exist. The challenge to able-bodiedness that 
(dis)abled bodies pose has thereby been silenced in the most perma-

69.  In Bach et al. (2019), the authors state that tenth-grade students who took 
part in their teaching based on the first two novels in Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe 
trilogy argued that because everyone is a mix of all the races defined in the race 
index there is no racism, and therefore no Other, in this fictional world (Bach et 
al., “Teaching” 43).
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nent way thinkable. McRuer analyses how one of the protagonists 
in the movie As Good As It Gets (1997), directed by James L. Brooks, 
displays obsessive-compulsive behaviour. He “cures” his (dis)abili-
ty and, when he does so, all the flaws in his character automatically 
disappear (McRuer 23). This example, just like the Thunderhead’s 
 erasure of (dis)ability, suggests that (dis)abled people need to be 
“cured” in order to fit into society. This ideological standpoint relies 
heavily on compulsory able-bodiedness, which suggests that people 
will be both happier and better persons if they are able to erase their 
(dis)ability. 

To summarise, the act of completely removing (dis)ability rein-
forces the idea that being (dis)abled is a serious breach of what being 
normative entails and, from this perspective, the act of “curing” a 
condition such as deafness does not come across as benign, but as 
abusive and hurtful.

Both Citra and Rowan are heterosexual and cisgender, but soci-
ety at large seems to accept other kinds of sexualities and gender 
expressions. For example, a non-binary70 character who was raised in 
Madagascar—where no one is assigned a gender during their child-
hood—causes confusion for some characters, because of their way of 
identifying as a woman during some weather conditions and as a man 
during others. However, only an ancient scythe who is portrayed as 
out of touch with the times, expresses transphobic comments (Toll 
34–35, 462). In a similar vein to the Shatter Me series, heteronorma-
tivity does not seem to lead to discrimination and/or oppression in 
this world, but cisnormativity positions a non-binary person as a de-
viation from the normative position of cisgender people. When Ci-
tra and Rowan become scythes, they give up their right to find a mate 
and to create a family (Scythe 115), but romance grows between them 
and they explore their feelings, despite the restrictions. 

70.  Non-binary is “[a]n umbrella term for people whose gender identity does 
not fit the ‘man’ or ‘woman’ binary. Non-binary identities are varied and can in-
clude people who identify with some aspects of binary identities, while others re-
ject them entirely. The most common gender neutral pronoun used by non-binary 
people, is ‘they’” (Owen and Scott Lauchlan-Ford 11).
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While there are supposedly no differences between people due 
to ethnicity, the Mid Merican Scythedom is defined as a powerful 
Scythedom on a global scale (Scythe 127), positioning a future part of 
the US as a world-leading area in political affairs. Thus, both Citra 
and Rowan are privileged in this sense too, especially during their in-
teractions with scythes from other parts of the world. Similarly, while 
it is explicitly argued that there should be no differences between the 
kind of training that female and male scythe apprentices are sup-
posed to master, Rowan has a tendency to try to protect Citra from 
harm. He is expected to toughen up and to become a man through 
extreme torture instigated by an unrighteous scythe (Scythe 116, 179, 
225). Consequently, gender norms that are recognisable in contem-
porary Western societies still govern the characters’ interactions in 
the interpersonal domain. Although poverty has been defeated, there 
are still some differences in people’s incomes and access to resources 
(Scythe 109), with the scythes at the top of this class hierarchy, never 
having to worry about petty problems such as too little money to get 
what they want or need.

In summary, the structural domain does not differentiate between 
people based on their race, ethnicity, sexuality, gender expression, 
gender, class or religion (the Thunderhead has dictated that there 
should be religious freedom) (Thunderhead 360), but the hegemonic 
domain is still largely defined by norms about different groups of 
people, positioning some as less powerful—or in more need of help—
than others. This, in turn, affects the interactions of the interpersonal 
domain. For example, members of a religious sect are persecuted by 
the old order—the traditional faction of scythes—and disrespected by 
most people (cf. Toll 512, 518, 558–559). Some people, like the deaf, 
are no longer allowed to exist. The Thunderhead regards this as mer-
ciful, but the action promotes able-bodiedness as normative in the 
most extreme way. (Dis)abled people have literally been obliterated. 

The privileges of the scythes are defined on a structural level, 
which means that the Scythedom is legitimised by both the rights 
given to it by the structural domain and the conception of scythes as 
necessary, legitimate and righteous that is perpetuated by the hege-



143 ✺

monic domain. The Thunderhead equates to the disciplinary domain 
in its role of all-encompassing surveillance. It is even described in 
terms reminiscent of Michel Foucault’s concept of the panopticon:71 
as someone who is always present and who watches everything you 
do. Even if you are never punished, you constantly walk around wait-
ing for the punishment (Toll 365).72 The Thunderhead can also be 
seen as a version of Big Brother in George Orwell’s dystopian nov-
el 1984 (1949), since they both control the inhabitants’ behaviour 
through surveillance in all areas of their lives. The privileges of the 
scythes or, to phrase it differently, the special citizenship given to 
the scythes by the structural domain, positions them as superior to 
everyone other than the Thunderhead. 

Immortality allows the power category of age to function differ-
ently in the fictional world compared to the world of the readers. For 
example, people can relive their twenties as many times as they like, 
so it is impossible to know a person’s age just based on their appear-
ance. To let your body age is frowned upon and seen as unnatural 
(Toll 133). However, you are only allowed to experience childhood 
and adolescence once in your life. This suggests that these are specific 
periods of life that people would not—or should not— want to experi-
ence again. It also defines young people as a distinctly different group 

71.  This is how Foucault describes the panopticon: “[Jeremy] Bentham’s Pan-
opticon is the architectural figure of this composition. We know the principle on 
which it was based: at the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; 
this tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; 
the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole width 
of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the 
windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell 
from one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a 
central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, 
a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of backlighting, one can observe from the 
tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the 
cells of the periphery” (5).

72.  The panopticon is a common genre trait in dystopian literature, and is pres-
ent in George Orwell’s 1984, for instance. For an analysis of this particular version 
of the panopticon, see Ensieh Shabanirad and Mahtab Dadkhah’s article “Utopian 
Nightmares: Disciplinary Power and Panoptic Society in George Orwell’s 1984 and 
Martin Scorsese’s Shutter Island” (2019).
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from older people; it is the only group for which society still tracks 
their age (Scythe 152). These factors demonstrate how young people 
in contemporary societies are regarded as a separate group with sepa-
rate needs, albeit through the use of an imaginary future society with 
(almost) immortal humans. 

Citra and Rowan repeatedly face age-related prejudice about their 
abilities as scythe apprentices and junior scythes, showing how this 
society, which has supposedly conquered racism, (dis)ability and pov-
erty, has not felt any need to blur the boundaries between children 
and adolescents, on the one hand, and adults, on the other. Conse-
quently, aetonormativity has not been challenged. Age-related ide-
ologies still affect people’s access to power at a fundamental level, 
which will be highlighted in the rest of this section through an anal-
ysis of Citra and Rowan’s position as adolescent killers, or more spe-
cifically, adolescent scythes-to-be and scythes. 

the adolescent killers, citra and rowan

Citra and Rowan both have strong doubts when they are first ap-
proached by Scythe Fararaday with the proposition that they start 
training to become scythes under his jurisdiction, because they do 
not find pleasure in the idea of becoming adolescent killers. Citra 
does not want to become a scythe, but when she tells Faraday this, he 
argues that this is the primary requirement for becoming a good and 
just scythe. She ponders the proposition deeply, and it is clear that 
she does not want to become a killer. An experience in her childhood, 
when she pushed a girl in front of a truck and thereby rendered her 
“deadish” (Scythe 21, 52–53, 201), weighs heavily on her conscience. 
To become “deadish” means that someone experiences something 
that would have killed them permanently in real-life societies, but 
which can be cured in this imaginary society, so the person can be 
resurrected (Scythe 202). This means that many people would not 
consider the act that troubling, after they had made sure the girl had 
been successfully resurrected but, for Citra, this is the worst thing she 
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has ever done (Scythe 202, 208). Citra’s moral qualms illustrate that 
she is indeed a person of the “highest moral fibre” which, according 
to Faraday, is a prerequisite for becoming a good scythe (Scythe 51). 

Gradually, Citra changes her mind and starts working towards be-
coming a scythe. This is partly a result of witnessing the respect and 
mercy Faraday shows in his gleanings. She starts to believe that she 
could be a good and righteous scythe, and that it could give her an 
important purpose in life (Scythe 115). Her changing view of scythes is 
clarified when she argues: “Yes, she would have blood on her hands, 
but blood can be a cleansing thing” (Ibid.). This quotation needs to 
be conceptualised within the framework of the world that she lives 
in, where gleanings are perceived as a necessary and just means of 
controlling population size. The hegemonic domain thus defines 
gleanings as something separate from unrighteous killings, where-
as killing another human is regarded as a crime by contemporary 
societies.73 Their distinction from murderers is made explicit within 
the narrative, when a murderer is defined as “[a]n individual who, 
without the blessing of society, or even its permission, permanently 
ends a human life” (Scythe 373). As a scythe, Citra will indeed end 
numerous people’s lives permanently, but her actions are sanctioned 
by society, and even viewed as “a sacred mission” (Scythe 11). 

At this later point in the narrative, Citra has gone from fearing 
the scythes to understanding and accepting the job description as 
necessary and just. She is supported in her self-concept of being a 
good scythe by Scythe (Marie) Curie, who believes that Scythe God-
dard will cause problems, because he revels in the act of killing and 
is recruiting followers. In these uncertain times, Citra is needed: “I 
know the scythe you’ll be, and it’s exactly what we need” (Scythe 385). 
Thus, Citra grows accustomed to the idea of becoming a scythe, but 
after a whole year of training, she is still not totally comfortable with 
becoming a killer (Thunderhead 82). The types of killings that she 
enacts as a scythe apprentice, and later a scythe, belong to the eighth 

73.  One exception is capital punishment in societies where this is defined as 
legal punishment.
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category of adolescent killers—adolescents who kill as a profession.
Just like Citra, Rowan is sickened by the thought of becoming a 

scythe, but he trusts his own empathy to keep him on the right track 
(Scythe 53). Faraday selected him because of his high morals and be-
cause he is just. However, Rowan is drawn into the power struggles 
between the old and new regime in a very distinct way; the Scythe-
dom decides that Faraday may not have two apprentices and, instead 
of letting one return to their ordinary life, it is decreed that the cho-
sen one must kill the other (Scythe 162). At this point in the story, 
Citra and Rowan’s friendship is becoming a romance, and they are 
both devastated by the decision. Positioning two adolescents against 
each other and stating they must to kill one another is an example 
of the sixth category of an adolescent killer, one who is forced to kill 
by an institution, against their will. This can be regarded as extreme 
aetonormative power abuse, since the most powerful adults in the 
world—the scythes—decide that only one of the adolescents will be 
allowed to live. Consequently, the controlled adolescent motif is ac-
tualised by not only the threat of being permanently killed, but by 
being forced to become a killer outside the acts of killing that are 
required of a scythe. 

Scythe Faraday attempts to save both Citra and Rowan by faking 
his own death, but Goddard takes on Rowan as his apprentice instead 
(Scythe 212). All of a sudden, Rowan is introduced to a distinctly dif-
ferent view of what it means to be a scythe. Goddard is brutal and 
finds great pleasure in gleanings and in rendering people deadish. For 
example, he first forces Rowan to render twelve people—who will lat-
er be resurrected—deadish (Scythe 255–257), thereby turning Rowan 
into his own weapon, similar to the way Juliette is treated in Mafi’s 
series. Later, this action is repeated again and again, until Rowan has 
been forced to render people deadish more than 2000 times (Scythe 
382). In the process, Rowan grows “into an exceptionally skilled kill-
er” (Ibid.). Clearly, Goddard does not consider it amoral or problem-
atic to repeatedly put people through the experience of being ren-
dered “deadish” for the sole purpose of turning his apprentice into a 
killing machine. The differences in how the old order, represented by 
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Scythe Faraday, and the new order, led by Scythe Goddard, regard the 
purpose of a scythe, could not be more distinct. The new order pres-
ents anti-hegemonic knowledge as an alternative to the hegemonic 
domain’s definition of what a scythe is and should be under the old 
order. 

From Rowan’s perspective, Goddard is not a scythe, but a killer 
(Scythe 278). Rowan’s aversion to Goddard’s behaviour and philos-
ophy turns into a plan to stop him. But first, he tries to save Citra 
from the inevitable confrontation in which one of them will kill the 
other. He renders her deadish and, since this is against the rules, he is 
disqualified. This ensures that Citra is sent to be resurrected and he 
will not have to choose between killing her and letting her kill him 
(Scythe 299–300). Here, rendering Citra deadish—an action which is 
usually seen as despicable— is carefully planned to save them both 
from their lethal battle (Scythe 300). Rowan’s actions fit into the first 
and second categories of adolescent killers in Table 2, since he aims 
to protect both himself and Citra through his actions. 

Rowan has made up his mind that he is willing to do whatever it 
takes to stop Goddard, but he is worried that to stop Goddard, he is 
himself “becoming a monster, too” (Scythe 325). The line between re-
belling against an unrighteous scythe and turning into someone just 
as bad is thus highlighted and problematised in the narrative.

Both Citra and Rowan have to go through an initiation rite that 
plays on their willingness to kill in the name of scythes: Citra has 
to render her little brother deadish, and Rowan has to do the same 
to his mother. The purpose of the rite is to make sure that every 
aspiring scythe is strong enough. To hurt someone they love is the 
hardest thing they will ever have to do and, if they manage to do that, 
what follows as a professional scythe will always be easier. Whereas 
Citra is absolutely devastated when she does what she is told, Rowan 
does not have any problems with rendering his own mother deadish 
(Scythe 418–420, 428). However, he does not like who he is becom-
ing: “He would rather be gleaned than be that person” (Scythe 428). 
Here, it becomes clear that Citra and Rowan develop differently in 
relationship to the prospect of becoming a scythe. The main reason 
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for the differences is that Citra is free to glean “with compassion and 
conscience” (Scythe 443), while Rowan has been forced to become a 
weapon in Goddard’s attempts to create a world in which scythes can 
glean as many people as they like and take pleasure in it. For exam-
ple, Rowan is expected to take part in a mass killing against his own 
will (Scythe 390), just one of many examples of aetonormative power 
abuse in which the adult scythe, with all his privileges, forces an ad-
olescent scythe-to-be to take part in socially unacceptable gleanings. 
Thereby, Rowan becomes a controlled adolescent who must break the 
scythes’ moral codes, dictated by the hegemonic domain, to survive. 

At the end of the first book in the trilogy, Rowan rebels against 
Goddard by killing him and burning his body so that he cannot 
be resurrected (Scythe 400). The reason for Rowan’s actions is that 
“Goddard isn’t a scythe. He may have the [scythe] ring, he may have 
a license to glean, but he’s not a scythe. He’s a killer, and he has to 
be stopped” (Scythe 394). This is the first time that Rowan autono-
mously decides to kill someone, so this is an example of killing for re-
venge (Category 9) and of killing a political leader who risks making 
their society a pure dystopia (Category 4). Rowan is even prepared 
to kill other scythes in this endeavour. He flees from the Conclave, 
where Citra is ordained a scythe, instead becoming the self-pro-
claimed Scythe Lucifer. He starts killing unrighteous scythes who 
show bias in their gleanings or do not adhere to the gleaning quo-
ta, for instance, by burning their bodies after they are killed (Scythe 
442; Thunderhead 132). Thus, he acts outside the societal rules for the 
scythes’ gleanings, and can therefore be considered to be a murderer. 
He views himself as a bringer of light—as someone who rebels against 
the current order and takes life and death into his own hands to cre-
ate what he views as a better world. This fits into the third category 
of adolescent killers—those who kill a smaller number of people in 
order to save humanity as a whole. 

Rowan’s chosen path is contrasted against Citra’s, who officially 
becomes Scythe Anastasia and decides to be as merciful as possible, 
allowing her victims to live one more month to put things in order 
before she kills them, using the weapon of their choice (Thunderhead 
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34–35). She uses these measures to help “her sleep at night” (Thun-
derhead 39). She gradually realises that being a killer has become a 
part of who she is and is something she takes pride in (Thunderhead 
55, 202). Consequently, despite Citra and Rowan’s different experi-
ences of the Scythedom, they find their own way of dealing with the 
position of being an adolescent killer, which they did not choose in 
the first place, but have to learn to live with in one way or another. 
Whereas Citra acts within the institution of the Scythedom, trying to 
do what she can to make the gleanings easier for those affected with-
out breaking the rules of the disciplinary domain of the Scythedom, 
Rowan becomes a rogue scythe who replaces the quota with careful 
research into which scythes abuse the privileges given to them by the 
Scythedom. They both work towards a better, more just world, but 
they do so in fundamentally different ways, using lethal violence and 
the privileged position of a fully trained scythe to do so.

The Arc of a Scythe trilogy repeatedly underlines how Citra is a 
compassionate scythe, who even inspires others to make the act of 
gleaning easier for the victims. While she has finally gotten used to 
the gleanings, and even feels a need to glean when she has gone too 
long without it, she avoids gleaning in anger and clarifies that the act 
of killing never gets easier for her (Toll 324–325, 407, 518). In short, 
she is following in Scythe Faraday’s footsteps and represents some-
one who kills because it is her job, but who does not enjoy it, and 
someone who most likely would have picked any other profession 
if given the option. When she asks herself whether she would help 
Rowan in his mission as Scythe Lucifer, she does not know the an-
swer (Thunderhead 295), but she never openly questions or condemns 
his decision.

In a plot twist, it is revealed that Goddard’s mind and head(!) have 
been revived in the body of a former friend of Rowan. Rowan is cap-
tured and tortured by Goddard, and he feels completely and utterly 
broken. He manages to escape with some unexpected help from one 
of Goddard’s supporters, killing some guards in the process. These 
killings are done in self-defence and thus belong to the first category 
of killers. Later, Goddard rebels against the old order by killing the 
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Grandslayers, the rulers of the international Scythedom, by sinking 
the island they are visiting and proclaiming himself the new ruler of 
Mid Merica, while putting the blame on Rowan. Rowan and Citra, 
who try to flee from the sinking island, manage to escape permanent 
death by being enclosed in an airtight vault and, after three years 
of being deadish at the bottom of the ocean, they are rescued and 
brought back to life without having aged biologically (Thunderhead 
312, 457, 498, 507; Toll 442). Consequently, they have another chance 
to affect their world’s political situation, which has gradually grown 
more and more dystopian as Goddard expands his power. Simultane-
ously, age is relativised even further when Citra and Rowan’s biologi-
cal age does not match the number of years since their births. 

While Citra is cared for after she has been revived, Rowan is im-
prisoned by Goddard, escapes from him within minutes of being ex-
ecuted and is instead captured by the Texas scythes, who want him to 
kill fifty scythes they do not like (Toll 383). Once again, people want 
to use Rowan as a lethal weapon. While he was very careful about 
who he decided to kill in the name of Scythe Lucifer, allowing every-
one who had “a single redeeming quality” to live, he is now expected 
to kill people whom others simply dislike (Ibid.). Rowan’s despera-
tion and lack of autonomy is underlined as follows: 

Scythe Faraday had once told him and Citra that they were 
called scythes rather than reapers, because they were not the 
ones who killed; they were merely the tool that society used 
to bring fair-handed death to the world. But once you’re the 
weapon [my italics], you’re nothing more than a tool for someone 
else to wield [my italics]. (Toll 528–529)

Rowan is no longer in charge of who he kills, therefore describing 
himself as “nothing more than an assassin” (Toll 529). The controlled 
adolescent motif is actualised when it is clear that Rowan’s trajectory 
to becoming an honourable scythe has been hampered, replaced by 
him becoming a lethal weapon that people want to use for their own 
ends. However, Rowan escapes from the Texas scythes before he is 



151 ✺

forced to kill anyone. The situation helps clarify how the Scythedom 
is in no way morally superior to the other humans, and that there is 
an urgent need to rebel against the very institution of scythes.

Citra is in charge of this rebellion. She reveals to the popula-
tion how some scythes have censored history, such as by hiding how 
scythes sacrificed many lives in two different attempts to colonialise 
space. The person in charge of this operation was Scythe Goddard. 
After this revelation, there are mass protests against Goddard (Toll 
387–388, 509). People start arguing that there “are no honorable 
scythes” (Toll 518). While Citra finds empowerment in revealing 
the truth to the population, she decides to not keep fighting against 
Goddard on his terms; instead, she quits her job as a scythe (Toll 575). 
She argues that “Scythe Anastasia is gone. I’m done with death and 
dying and killing. From now on, I want my life to be about living” 
(Toll 575). Her decision is not only about being able to live a life of 
her choosing, instead of the life tied to being a scythe, but about 
undermining the very foundations of the Scythedom: “[N]ow we 
have the chance to show the world not just that we don’t need the 
Scythedom, but that we never did. This could have been our destiny, 
if the Scythedom hadn’t prevented it—and it still can be” (Toll 589). 
In this way, the institution of the Scythedom is challenged by the 
presentation of anti-hegemonic knowledge, demonstrating how the 
world does not depend on the scythes. There are other ways to keep 
population numbers under control, without giving such tremendous 
power to a group of people that will always include some individuals 
who abuse their privileges. Thus, when she challenges the institution 
that invested such a large amount of power in her, Citra is portrayed 
as a mighty adolescent. 

When it becomes clear that Goddard will stop at nothing in his 
quest to reaffirm his position of power through lethal violence, Citra 
and Rowan decide to join a space operation initiated by the Thun-
derhead. They intend to start a new life, far from Goddard and the 
power struggles of the Scythedom. Citra is chosen to lead this oper-
ation. However, before she and Rowan reach their spaceship, Citra 
is rendered deadish. The only way to save her is to keep her body 
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frozen during the 117 years it takes to get to their space destination 
(Toll 573–574, 617). 

Back on Earth, Goddard is killed by one of his supporters, there 
are global revolts against the Scythedom and all scythes are fired. 
Instead, every twenty years there are plagues on Earth that prevent 
overpopulation (Toll 621, 627). Scythe Faraday honours his position 
as a scythe by offering the sick mercy killings, and some other former 
scythes copy his example (Toll 627), but, overall, the Scythedom has 
become a thing of the past. Thus, the rebellion against the Scythe-
dom was successful, despite Citra and Rowan’s decision to leave the 
battle and virtually aim for the stars.  

Throughout the space journey, Rowan acts as a leader and de-
cides to not reset his age until Citra is revived (Toll 617). When Citra 
and Rowan finally reach their new home planet, Citra is resurrect-
ed. The lovers are reunited when Citra is woken up in a scene that, 
despite there being no kiss, is reminiscent of Sleeping Beauty. Rowan 
has “turned a corner” and is now just as young as he was when Citra 
was rendered deadish (Toll 631). In a surprisingly gender normative 
twist, which counteracts the overall portrayal of the protagonists as 
equal, the female leader-to-be is immobilised, while the male pro-
tagonist assumes this position of power instead. Just as in the Shatter 
Me series, romance and heterosexual love between a young man and 
woman has the last word in this work of YA dystopian literature. 
The gender normative ending thus buys into heteronormative love 
unions as the ultimate goal of young people’s lives.

*

To summarise, Citra’s and Rowan’s experiences of the Scythedom 
are distinctly different, but they both soon realise that the honour-
able job for which they were selected is not particularly righteous and 
tends to legitimise an extreme abuse of power by various scythes. 
They both struggle with actions that they are more or less forced to 
take. They try to navigate the position of young scythes-to-be and 
later official or rogue scythes in a moral way, even when it means 
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breaking the rules of the Scythedom and presenting counter-hege-
monic knowledge about the Scythedom to the masses. Contrary to 
Henry’s and Mafi’s novels, there are no explicit limitations to the 
characters’ power due to the power categories of class, race, sexuality 
or gender, but they both have to face aetonormative power abuse 
when the Scythedom—both the old order and the new—repeatedly 
demonstrates that Citra and Rowan are at the institution’s mercy. 
The adolescents do rebel, but the mighty adolescent motif is seldom 
present. Instead, Shusterman’s trilogy illustrates that even in a world 
where the adolescents are as privileged as they can be, their youth 
still makes them vulnerable to adults’ power abuse. The power cate-
gory of age is thus highlighted by being the one category of discrimi-
nation that is not defeated, on a legislative or actual level.

Ideologies Tied to the Adolescent Killer Motif 
in the Three Series

The three series analysed in depth in this chapter present different 
ideologies about what it means to be an adolescent killer, especially 
on the question of whether or not the killings should be regarded as 
righteous, as despicable, as done out of free will, or as a consequence of 
having been forced by someone else to kill. In this section, I summarise 
the ideologies and clarify similarities and differences in how the texts 
depict these ideological issues. Despite the texts’ differences, what they 
have in common is how they use the adolescent killer motif to pose 
complicated and controversial questions about killing other humans.

Each series constantly interrogates when it is necessary, just or 
even righteous, to kill, and when it should be regarded as an instance 
of abusing your powers. There is a distinct difference between Hen-
ry’s and Mafi’s series, on the one hand, and Shusterman’s, on the 
other, because gleanings are not really considered as killings at the 
beginning of the trilogy, even though this conception is gradually chal-
lenged as the trilogy progresses. Whereas the first two’s main ideolo-
gy about killing is that killing someone is a despicable act and should 
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be avoided whenever possible, the latter conceptualises a particular 
kind of killing as being societally acceptable. Still, all the series sup-
port killing in certain situations, which leads to relativisation in the 
conception of killing as something fundamentally amoral and wrong. 

An ideology that can be found in Henry’s Girl in Red and in Shus-
terman’s Arc of a Scythe trilogy is that adolescents can be forced to 
become killers to survive in a dystopian society because of how they 
are oppressed. For Red, the only option available to her if she wants 
to survive is to be prepared to kill her attackers. As she states, she 
deeply regrets that she has been forced to such extreme actions. Here, 
self-protection requires the willingness to kill, and Red has gradual-
ly come to terms with this fact. Her young age, her gender and her  
(dis)ability make her even more prone to threats of rape and physi-
cal violence, clarifying how oppressive societal structures can make 
some people more vulnerable than others in a crisis. Consequently, 
Red gradually accepts that she must become a hunter, and sometimes 
kill others before they attack her, if she does not want to be preyed 
upon. Rowan, in Shusterman’s trilogy, also finds himself in situations 
where it is a matter of kill or be killed, such as when he escapes from 
Goddard and kills some guards in the process. Rowan’s vulnerability 
is a consequence of being taken under the wing of an evil scythe, even 
though Rowan does not want to be associated with Goddard at all. 
To stop being forced to kill for Goddard’s enjoyment, he is willing to 
kill to enable his escape. Both Red and Rowan are thus made vulnera-
ble through situations in which adults and adult institutions threaten 
their lives, and this is the reason they are prepared to kill. 

Another ideology, closely connected with the previous one, states 
that being forced to become an adolescent killer to survive is a se-
vere form of oppression. In all the series, this oppression includes an 
aetonormative power abuse by adults that is directed against adoles-
cents. Red is seen as a vulnerable young woman, who must therefore 
be prepared to kill her attackers. Juliette first tries to kill Anderson 
to stop him from hurting her, Warner and Adam, after she found out 
that he was responsible for her accidentally killing the young boy, be-
cause he did not tell her that her touch could kill. Later, Juliette kills 
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two of the commanders of the oppressive Re-establishment. Rowan 
kills the guards when he escapes from Goddard, because Goddard 
has used his power as an adult scythe to train Rowan as a killing 
machine. In all these instances, the act of killing is a result of op-
pression. In every case but one, killing someone is not described as 
empowering for the characters, but repressive. Juliette’s killing of the 
two commanders is the exception, because it contributes to the final 
defeat of the Re-establishment.

Similarly, both the Shatter Me series and the Arc of a Scythe trilogy 
foreground an ideology about how being forced to become an ado-
lescent killer in an experiment or by an institution/regime is an ex-
treme version of aetonormative power abuse. Juliette has been exper-
imented on by her parents in order to increase her lethal touch, and 
she is used as a weapon by Warner and Anderson against her own 
will. However, she always manages to escape their influence before 
she actually follows their orders to kill someone. Rowan is repeatedly 
forced to render people deadish and participate in mass gleanings, 
which are essentially mass murders. Consequently, both characters’ 
autonomy and free will are removed when someone else—in both cas-
es older people and institutions run by adults—turns the adolescent 
characters into lethal weapons. In fact, even though the opportunity 
to become a scythe is tied to many privileges and prestige in Shus-
terman’s future world, both Citra and Rowan are very hesitant about 
taking up this position and, at the end of the series, it is clear that 
the Scythedom really gave them no other options than to accept. The 
adolescents are thus not treated as individuals who should be allowed 
to decide their own actions, showing how adults abuse their power 
over the adolescents for their own pleasure and/or gain. This is por-
trayed as amoral and abusive. Accordingly, the adolescents cannot be 
held fully accountable for their actions, since someone else has forced 
them to commit the killings. This narrative twist makes it possible to 
simultaneously portray the adolescents as killers and as heroes strug-
gling to do what is right.

All the series clearly emphasise the ideology that killing for your 
own pleasure or gain is wrong and amoral. For example: the men in 
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Red’s world who rape and kill girls are portrayed as highly amoral, 
violent and abusive; Juliette is scared of her feelings of power when 
she touches someone with her lethal touch; and Goddard’s pleasure 
in mass killings is portrayed as despicable. Mafi’s series emphasises 
how killing a defenceless child is even worse than killing adults, and 
Shusterman’s series similarly clarifies that killing the young should 
be seen as more problematic than killing older people, when Citra 
decides to not glean any children despite this being expected of her 
(Scythe 228–229). Acts of violence that are a result of pleasure and/
or gain are contrasted with situations in which the protagonists have 
no other choice than to kill in order to survive or when others force 
them to kill. 

In all three series, there is an ideology that demonstrates how kill-
ing to protect your care circle may be viewed as righteous within a 
dystopian setting. When Red kills the three men who have captured 
Sam, she does so to prevent Sam from being raped, hurt and possibly 
killed and, because Sam is a child, the men’s actions are depicted as 
even more despicable, explaining Red’s decision to kill them. Here, 
Red is prepared to go to extremes to protect a child, one for whom 
she considers herself a substitute guardian, similar to how the ado-
lescent mothers Lyda, Shari and Elin—who will be analysed in the 
next chapter—are prepared to kill in order to protect their children. 
The child’s vulnerability further underlines the need for Red to kill 
the perpetrators. In the Shatter Me series, Juliette’s friend Kenji kills 
a female attacker who is about to kill Warner, thereby killing to pro-
tect his care circle. Rowan renders Citra “deadish” to save them both 
from their fight to the death.

Both Mafi’s and Shusterman’s series actualise an ideology about 
how, within a dystopian society, killing for the greater good may be 
necessary in the fight for a better world. For example, both Juliette 
and Rowan are prepared to assassinate their oppressive leaders (An-
derson and the other commanders, and Goddard). While Juliette is 
ready to kill people in the rebellion against the Re-establishment, 
Rowan assumes the role of Scythe Lucifer and sets out to kill unrigh-
teous scythes who abuse the scythes’ privileges. However, the series 
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also highlight a different ideology, one stating that killing can never 
be justified as a means to an end. In Mafi’s series, the adult character 
of Castle questions how Juliette could possibly be better than the 
Re-establishment if she rebels by killing all her opponents and, in 
Shusterman’s trilogy, Rowan constantly questions whether his use of 
lethal violence for a good cause, such as killing bad scythes in the role 
of Scythe Lucifer, makes him a monster that is as bad as the evil he is 
trying to defeat. 

In Mafi’s series, these two ideologies coexist, but the final book, 
Imagine Me, strongly suggests that the only way to survive is by kill-
ing the oppressive leaders of the Re-establishment. This illustrates 
how the cause sometimes justifies the means, but not always. The Arc 
of a Scythe trilogy demonstrates more support for the latter ideology 
than the former. This may seem surprising, because Shusterman has 
created a society in which some killing is deemed legitimate and even 
necessary but, as the series progresses, an ideology stating that the 
act of killing can be amoral and wrong, even when it is sanctioned by 
society becomes increasingly pronounced. Just as the righteousness 
of capital punishment can be questioned in a society where it is an 
established penalty for crime, the hegemonic domain’s ideology that 
defines scythes and gleanings as necessary and just is gradually chal-
lenged, especially after Citra reveals how the Scythedom covered up 
its participation in mass murder. 

When it comes to mass murder, Mafi’s and Shusterman’s series 
communicate different ideologies. After Juliette believes she has mass 
murdered more than 600 people, she is upset and others seem to be 
scared of her, but at no time is her decision fundamentally questioned, 
apart from Castle’s comments about how it is almost impossible to 
be a good leader if your power comes from killing your opponents. 
The series thus supports an ideology about how mass murder may be 
necessary in a rebellion that aims to create a better world. Shuster-
man’s series, on the contrary, repeatedly shows that mass murders are 
despicable acts by positioning the enemy, Goddard, as responsible for 
them. Rowan’s actions as Scythe Lucifer are partly justified because 
they only target scythes who abuse their privileged societal position; 
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in essence, they are presented as worse and more evil than Rowan. 
One explanation for why Mafi can publish a book for adolescents in 
which a protagonist is a mass murderer, is the later revelation that 
Juliette did not actually kill all those people; it was a trick used by 
the Re-establishment so she believed she had won, while signalling 
to the people that she is a “crazy” murderer. This example shows that 
even though Shusterman’s series initially seems to support the act of 
killing, it is actually Mafi’s series that most thoroughly supports the 
use of lethal violence. 

Finally, Henry’s novel and Mafi’s series support the ideology that 
killing for revenge can be viewed as righteous if the perpetrators have 
been extremely oppressive. In Henry’s novel, killing for revenge is de-
picted as righteous when Red saves Sam by killing the men who have 
captured and plan to rape, hurt and murder the young girl. In Mafi’s 
series, this ideology is supported by Juliette’s pleasure when she rips 
out her mother’s heart after discovering how much she abused her 
power as an adult in relation to both Juliette and her sister, as well 
as how Emmaline kills their father, who helped their mother with 
her experiments and abuse. Here, the protagonist and her sister take 
part in an act that is usually reserved for antagonists in YA dystopian 
literature, and they do so because of the oppression they have been 
forced to endure. This ideology, just like Mafi’s treatment of mass 
murder, stands out as rather unique in my corpus. It exemplifies an 
instance where the books pose specific educational challenges, be-
cause although Mafi’s series nuances these issues, it still supports ac-
tions such as murder, which can be defined as the antithesis of what 
a democratic society wants the new generation to stand for in their 
future. 

*

To summarise, all three series have many examples of ideologies that 
explain why an adolescent has become a killer, that touch upon when 
killing may be necessary, or even just highlight how the oppression 
of the adolescent is tied to them becoming adolescent killers in the 
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first place. Still, there are some ideologies that directly counteract 
the aim of teaching the young generation how they should behave 
and, consequently, the books’ overall ideologies need to be carefully 
problematised in the classroom. This is the topic of Chapter 3, on 
classroom applications, in which I will present practical examples of 
how these texts and their ideologies can be used to interrogate the 
power category of age and other power categories, and to help devel-
op values linked to human rights. 

Conclusion
The examples of adolescent killers discussed in this chapter illustrate 
the prominence of this motif in YA dystopian literature, highlighting 
how being an adolescent killer can simultaneously be a position of 
power and a position of being repressed. In the three main examples 
analysed in this chapter, none of the characters originally decide to 
become killers; they are instead forced to, either by dystopian cir-
cumstances, or other individuals, regimes and/or institutions. Con-
sequently, their free will and autonomy cannot be taken for grant-
ed. Instead, the act of killing functions as an extreme form of adult 
power abuse, through which the adolescents can literally be forced 
to become killers. Gradually, however, these adolescent characters 
embrace the position of being killers, and this gives them the power 
to survive in their dystopian society. The characters’ flux between 
repression and empowerment is thus highlighted through the motif 
of the adolescent killer. 

The characters’ intersectional subject positions are interrogated in 
the different series analysed in this chapter, illustrating how not only 
age, but intersections with other power categories, such as gender, 
race and (dis)ability, affect the different characters’ access to pow-
er within their dystopian societies. This underlines the validity of 
my argument about how the view of the young characters versus the 
adult characters, in which the young are either perceived as power-
less and controlled, as Nikolajeva argues, or as mighty, as Beauvais 
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argues, is far too simplified. Instead, this chapter has illustrated that 
the character of an adolescent killer can be both empowered and op-
pressed by the act of killing; sometimes they find empowerment in it 
and at other times they experience severe oppression due to it. This 
depends on who they kill, why they kill and how they kill, and through 
my corpus of Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian literature, these 
decisions are discussed in relationship to the characters’ intersection-
al subject positions and their resulting possibilities for navigating 
their dystopian worlds. In short, the adolescent killer motif in my 
corpus highlights the need to always analyse young characters’ pow-
er position through an intersectional lens. Some characters are con-
trolled and oppressed, others are mighty. Most of them are oppressed 
at some times, but mighty at others. 

The violence used by the adolescents has tremendous consequenc-
es for the adolescent characters and their sense of self. For example, 
both Red in Henry’s novel and Citra and Rowan in Shusterman’s 
series leave their societies after they have been forced to kill.74 Be-
ing forced to kill, for whatever reason, has permanently destroyed 
their belief in the righteousness of their society and the adult world. 
Instead of depicting adolescents learning to accept the status quo, 
which Trites argues happens in her corpus of mainly realistic exam-
ples of adolescent literature (Disturbing 35), the books show how Red, 
Citra and Rowan all distance themselves from the society that turned 
them into adolescent killers. They do not believe in society’s ability 
to improve and, in this sense, they present a very dark and hopeless 
view of the chances of creating a socially sustainable society. The end-
ing to Mafi’s series is more hopeful in its presentation of Juliette’s 
belief in the beginning of a new era, but it moves the focus from the 
overarching political struggles to Juliette’s personal happiness, as she 
is about to get married. In every case, the act of taking someone’s life 
has changed the protagonists forever, and they all try to start over 
and move beyond the killings to create a happier life for themselves.

74.  Juliette stays hidden for a while after the commanders are killed, but what 
happens after that period of time is not depicted in the series. 
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To conclude, the different versions of the adolescent killer motif 
presented in this chapter all illustrate how oppression can lead to 
becoming a killer. Although the primary axis of oppression relevant 
to this motif is age, all the works analysed in the case studies com-
plicate the binary between the power positions of the adolescents 
and adults by portraying intersections with other power categories 
such as gender, race and (dis)ability. This YA dystopian literature 
thus contains an educational potential as regards investigating the 
power relationships between adolescents and adults. The books use 
hyperbole as a technique, because the motif demonstrates how adults 
can use their power to abuse adolescents to the point of forcing them 
to take someone’s life. While teachers obviously do not want to tell 
their students to kill someone, the motif highlights how there may 
be no other options for adolescents in a specific dystopian setting, 
if they want to defend themselves against the adults’ dystopian and 
oppressive world. Consequently, the motif is used to pose an un-
comfortable, but crucial, question about what happens when adults 
abuse their power over the young without any regard for their safe-
ty, protection or life. In this sense, the books function as cautionary 
tales about what may happen if democracy and human rights are not 
defended in non-fictional societies, thus incorporating dystopias’ 
ability to “warn readers about the possible outcomes of our present 
world” (Baccolini, “Useful” 115). 



✺ 162

protecting Your child at all 
costs: adolescent mothers 

in Young adult dYstopian 
literature

Thus far, I have exemplified the extreme aetonormative power abuse 
encountered by young characters in YA dystopian literature through 
an analysis of the adolescent killer motif. A second motif that is utilised 
to highlight the theme of age-related power in YA dystopian litera-
ture is the adolescent mother struggling to protect her child from evil 
in a dystopian society. While this motif is present in various works in 
my corpus of Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian primary texts, 
the motif communicates somewhat different ideologies about the 
distribution of power according to age. The thematic content carried 
by the motif of the adolescent mother thus varies in YA dystopian lit-
erature, but the motif always interrogates the power category of age 
through its focus on the relationships of power and/or dependence 
between the child, the adolescent mother and the adult world. Con-
sequently, the motif incorporates an educational potential regarding 
the relationship of power between children, adolescents and adults. 

In this chapter, I analyse three adolescent mother characters’ 
struggles to protect their children in their dystopian worlds, where 
human rights are constantly threatened: Lyda Mertz in American 
author Julianna Baggott’s Pure trilogy (2012–2014), Shari Chopra in 
American authors James Frey and Nils Johnson-Shelton’s Endgame 
trilogy (2014–2016) and Elin Holme in Swedish author Mats Wahl’s 
Blodregn [Blood Rain] series (2014–2017).75 Since dystopian worlds 

75.  This YA dystopian series has not been translated into English. All transla-
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do not live up to the standards of a society with social sustainability, 
all three narratives strongly emphasise how parents, predominantly 
the mothers, struggle with their mission to protect their child. 

The aim of the chapter is 1) to provide an overview of how the ad-
olescent mother motif is actualised in my corpus of Anglophone and 
Swedish YA dystopian literature, 2) to analyse how the liminal po-
sition of an adolescent mother is used to highlight and problematise 
aetonormative power structures in dystopian worlds, using an inter-
sectional approach that considers the multifaceted subject position of 
a specific character who is an adolescent mother, and 3) to investigate 
the ideologies connected to age-related power distribution that are 
communicated by the adolescent mother motif. 

Adolescent parents occupy a liminal position in terms of age-re-
lated power structures, which positions them as simultaneously em-
powered and repressed. The adolescent parent is not yet an adult, 
with the power that this normative position bestows upon them, due 
to aetonormativity and its positioning of adults as normative and 
children and adolescents as deviating from the norm (cf. Nikolajeva, 
“Theory” 16). However, the adolescent parent is also the foremost 
authority for their child, so they are responsible for taking care of 
and protecting their child, whilst simultaneously being controlled by 
adults because of their young age. As Lydia Kokkola argues in Fictions 
of Adolescent Carnality: Sexy Sinners and Delinquent Deviants (2013),
“[i]n a very concrete manner, parenthood brings an end to the time 
when an individual can think of themselves primarily in terms of 
being someone else’s child, and must think of themselves as being 
primarily someone else’s parent” (60). 

The pregnant adolescents are, according to Kokkola, often depict-
ed in YA literature “as monstrous beings, whose bodies – because 
they fall outside of the child-adult binarism – are abject” (61). The 
transgression of this binary, in turn, “undermines the locus of power 
that rests on the adult/adolescent division” (Kokkola 99). The ad-
olescent mother thus transgresses the discursive boundary between 
adults and adolescents by embracing the role of becoming a mother, 

tions of Swedish quotations are my own. 



✺ 164

which is regarded as a task for adults and something that Kokkola’s 
YA material warns against. 

However, in some works of YA dystopian literature, such as 
American author Amy Ewing’s The Lone City trilogy (2014–2016), 
adolescents are forced to become mothers by a dystopian state, and 
these books contain no warnings about becoming pregnant. Instead, 
forced pregnancy becomes yet another way of abusing adolescent 
girls.76 According to Geraldine Moane, historically “[t]he control of 
women’s reproduction became central to the development of patriar-
chy”, since “[w]omen became commodities not just as labourers, but 
as bearers of children who could contribute labour and who would 
inherit surplus” (33). Therefore, I regard forced pregnancies in dysto-
pian societies as a form of oppression that is based on an intersection 
of patriarchy and aetonormativity. 

YA dystopian literature that utilises the motif of adolescent moth-
erhood complicates the binary of adults against young people, where 
the former group has power and the latter group lacks power and is 
repressed, presented by Nikolajeva using the concept of aetonorma-
tivity (“Theory” 16). These dystopian worlds show that age-related 
power relations are not based solely on this binary between young 
and adult; instead, each individual, or in this case, each character, is 
positioned in an intersectional system of power relationships, where 
being a parent provides the young person with a type of power that 
is unavailable to adolescents who are not parents. 

By highlighting the specific opportunities and challenges posed 
by an adolescent mother’s access to power, the YA dystopian works 
analysed in this chapter show that an aetonormative understanding 
of the power category of age is not nuanced enough. Adolescent par-
ents simultaneously belong to adolescents and adults, in their differ-
ent roles as someone else’s child and the parent of their own child. 
An intersectional approach is therefore crucial when analysing these 
texts’ depictions of adolescent mothers. 

My analysis focuses on the motif of adolescent mothers. While 

76.  I will discuss this tendency further in the section called “Adolescent Moth-
ers in Young Adult Dystopian Literature: An Overview” in this chapter. 
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there are depictions of adolescent fathers in YA dystopian literature, 
they are often absent from the narrative and/or dead. I will briefly 
touch upon the father’s role in the three series that I analyse in depth 
in this chapter, but my focus is on how the mothers cope, both with 
the task of parenthood and the common lack of support from the 
child’s father, in relation to the dystopian world the mother lives in. 
Consequently, female gender and its intersections with age and par-
enthood will be highlighted throughout the chapter, as well as other 
power categories that are relevant to a specific work. 

Due to the intersection between age and gender, adolescent girls 
are positioned differently in the systems of oppression in each work of 
YA dystopian literature, compared both to adolescent boys and adult 
women. While adolescent boys also face age-based discrimination in 
YA dystopian literature, they are usually positioned as superior to 
adolescent girls due to patriarchal power structures, whereas adult 
women face the consequences of patriarchy in different ways to ado-
lescent girls, due to the power and responsibilities that adulthood be-
stows on them in their aetonormative dystopian worlds. In addition, 
other power categories such as class and race dictate how each ado-
lescent character is positioned in their fictional world. This illustrates 
the need for an intersectional approach to the power category of age.

In addition to highlighting the intersectional quality of the power 
relationships between children, adolescents and adults, the motif of 
the adolescent mother also clarifies how parenthood not only makes 
you responsible for, and gives you power over, your child—it can also 
render an adolescent parent more vulnerable than adolescents who 
are not parents, especially in a dystopian society where the child may 
become a pawn in political conflicts or be used to pressure an adoles-
cent parent into compliance to protect their child. In this chapter, I il-
luminate how, in YA dystopian literature, parenthood often becomes 
a vehicle for the need to reform and/or rebel against the dystopian 
regime and to create a new and better world for the younger gener-
ation. Thus, being a parent creates a strong imperative to work for 
societal change and to counteract the adults’ power abuse of children 
and adolescents, which is legitimised by the aetonormative rhetoric 
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of controlling the young for their own protection.77 At the same time, 
however, attempts to protect a child from evil rely on a conception 
of children as needing protection and lacking the ability to protect 
themselves, due to their young age. In summary, aetonormativity is 
in play in several different ways, both as it relates to the children and 
to the adolescent mothers.  

Text Selection, Theoretical Framework 
and Chapter Structure

The first adolescent mother character analysed in depth in this chap-
ter, Lyda in the Pure trilogy, does not give birth in the trilogy’s time-
line, but her identity is radically changed by protecting her unborn 
child from the dystopian world she lives in. The trilogy explores the 
positioning of an expectant mother as a deviation from the norm 
of older, married mothers. The second mother character, seven-
teen-year-old Shari in the Endgame trilogy, has a daughter who turns 
out to be both a child and a magical key in the lethal Endgame, in 
which twelve Players fight each other to the death. Her husband dies 
while protecting his family, leaving Shari to care for their daughter 
on her own.78 This trilogy demonstrates how motherhood can take 
on otherworldly dimensions in YA dystopian literature, where a child 

77.  In “The Incompatibility of Female Friendships and Rebellion” (2014) Ann 
M. M. Childs argues that romantic, heteronormative love is often what awakens a 
female protagonist to the need to rebel against an oppressive society. In this chap-
ter, I illustrate how motherhood can fulfil the same purpose in YA dystopian lit-
erature.   

78.  The Endgame trilogy includes riddles, coordinates, illustrations and similar 
material that readers are supposed to decipher to participate in a treasure hunt 
with a prize of around $500,000. I do not include this material in my analysis, 
instead treating the books as ordinary novels. 

For an analysis of the “intermedial worldmaking” of these and other inter-
medial aspects of Endgame, see Floortje Sprenkels’ master’s thesis (2016). Danu-
ta Fjellestad regards Endgame as an example of an augmented reality novel, but 
states that the extra content remains supplementary to the traditional novel text in 
“Dancing with the Digital: Cathy’s Book and S.”. 



167 ✺

is not only a child but also a pawn in the dystopian world’s politics. 
The third and final adolescent mother analysed in this chapter is Elin 
in the Blood Rain series, who is sixteen when the series begins. Her 
partner is killed shortly after their daughter is conceived. Elin strug-
gles to protect her daughter from corrupt regimes in a future dysto-
pian Sweden. This series differs significantly from most of the works 
in my corpus, portraying Elin both as an adolescent mother and as 
an adult mother, depicting her daughter’s development well into the 
daughter’s twenties. 

Contrary to Jeffrey A. Brown’s conclusion that using extreme vio-
lence to protect your child is predominantly a characteristic that de-
fines fathers in action movie genres (15), this chapter will show how all 
three adolescent mother characters illustrate the way that maternity 
can motivate the same kind of violence in YA dystopian literature. In 
relation to science fiction movies from the 1980s and early 1990s, Ma-
ria Nilson argues that it is more acceptable for women to use extreme 
violence if they do so to protect their child. She thereby foregrounds 
how violence can be explained and even endorsed if women use it to 
protect their offspring (Nilson, “Mammor” 45). This suggests that 
traditionally feminine aspects of maternity, such as being caring, 
somewhat counteract the traditional conception of women as non-ag-
gressive, allowing the combination of  motherhood and violence.  

I have picked my three examples of adolescent mothers using the 
criteria that they all explore the constant flux between empowerment 
and repression that is connected to their mothering endeavours, but 
they do so in distinctly different ways. They also provide different an-
swers to the question of the kind of power a young mother can gain 
in her dystopian world. I have not included examples of enforced 
motherhood by a dystopian state in my main examples. While this 
is a recurrent pattern in YA dystopian literature, I have selected texts 
that focus on the young mother’s power position in relation to her 
child. However, I discuss the common strategy of using women as 

In a doctoral project conducted at Uppsala University in Sweden, Julie Blom-
berg Gudmundsson is exploring the interaction between different media in the 
Endgame trilogy.
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breeders or baby factories in a section that provides an overview of 
how reproduction and motherhood is depicted in Anglophone and 
Swedish YA dystopian literature, briefly relating these contemporary 
works to an earlier tradition of feminist science fiction. The selection 
of my three main examples strives to illustrate diverse ways in which 
an adolescent mother protecting her child can be depicted in YA dys-
topian literature. My focus is not on the child as such, but on the 
adolescent mother and her positioning within the power structures 
of her dystopian society.

As Meghan Gilbert-Hickey argues in her doctoral thesis about re-
production and mothers in contemporary YA dystopian literature, 
“[t]he normative maternal role is impossible for poor women, young 
women, queer women, unmarried women, and women of color pre-
cisely because of their intersectional identities” (i–ii). All three char-
acters diverge from a normative maternal role in one or more ways, 
due to their intersectional subject position and the way that their 
dystopian world is organised. However, their relationships with their 
children are distinctly different. I share Gilbert-Hickey’s research in-
terest in intersectional perspectives on adolescent mothers, but my 
analysis of the adolescent mother motif is different from hers due to 
my focus on power structures tied to age, my inclusion of Swedish YA 
dystopian literature, and my overarching educational approach. The 
chapter demonstrates that in YA dystopian literature, it is not only 
adult mothers who protect their children, like Gilbert-Hickey argues 
(67)—so do the adolescent mother characters within the genre. 

The age-related ideologies connected to the three adolescent 
mothers under investigation will be analysed using the controlled 
child/adolescent motif and the mighty child/adolescent motif, as well 
as Hill Collins’ matrix of domination. The chapter also highlights 
the ways in which the adolescent mothers resist and/or rebel against 
their dystopian societies in their mission to protect their children. 
Ultimately, it clarifies how the characters’ position as an adolescent 
mother communicates specific ideologies about age-related power.

The chapter begins with an overview of how the motif of the adoles-
cent mother is depicted in my corpus, which also touches on how con-



169 ✺

trolled reproduction is a recurring ingredient of the genre. This section 
includes a table of the different types of adolescent motherhood found 
in my corpus: forced pregnancy, paid surrogacy, fake pregnancy, un-
planned pregnancy and planned pregnancy. Thereafter, the three ado-
lescent mothers are analysed in one section each. This is followed by a 
section comparing the age-related ideologies tied to the three adoles-
cent mothers. The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings. 

Adolescent Mothers in 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature: 

An Overview
The genre of YA dystopian literature has its roots in science fiction, 
particularly feminist science fiction.79 It is therefore no surprise that 
the YA dystopian texts in my corpus display many similarities with 
that type of science fiction. This section briefly sketches the origin 
of the adolescent mother motif in feminist science fiction. I will also 
provide an overview of how the motif is actualised in my corpus of 
primary texts. Table 3 groups examples of the adolescent mother mo-
tif in five different categories: 1) forced pregnancy, where the mother 
is impregnated against her will, 2) paid surrogacy, where an adoles-
cent becomes a surrogate in return for a salary, 3) fake pregnancy, 
where the mother pretends to be pregnant, 4) unplanned pregnancy, 
where the mother becomes pregnant in a consensual or semi-consen-
sual sexual interaction that does not aim to result in a pregnancy, and 
5) planned pregnancy, where the mother becomes pregnant as a re-
sult of consensual sex that aims to produce a child. The categories are 
derived from my close reading of the whole corpus of Anglophone 
and Swedish YA dystopian literature.80

79.  See Hentges, p. 30–39 for an overview of the literary forerunners to YA 
dystopian fiction.

80.  I have not included examples of miscarriages in this overview. For one ex-
ample, see Moira Young’s Dust Lands trilogy (2011–2014), in which Saba miscar-
riages when she does not yet know that she is pregnant (Young, Raging 390). Her 
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Table 3: Five Categories of Adolescent Mothers in YA Dystopian Literature

Category of 
adolescent 
mother 

Primary texts81

1. Forced 
pregnancy

• Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (June Osborne and the other 
handmaids) [proto-text]

• Lowry, The Giver quartet (Claire82)
• O’Neill, Only Ever Yours (“the companions”)
• Ewing, The Lone City trilogy (“the surrogates”)
• Young, The Dust Lands trilogy (adolescent girls)

2. Paid 
surrogacy

• O’Brien, The Birthmarked trilogy (Sasha)
• McCafferty, The Bumped duology (the Surrogettes)

3. Fake 
pregnancy

• McCafferty, The Bumped duology (Melody Doe)

4. Unplanned 
pregnancy

• McCafferty, The Bumped duology (Harmony Doe)
• Morgan, The 100 series (Glass Sorensen)
• Nordin, En sekund i taget-serien [The One Second at a Time 

series] (Ella)
• Reeve, The Mortal Engines quartet (Hester Shaw)
• Blackman, The Noughts & Crosses sequence (Sephy Hadley)
• Malley, The Declaration trilogy (Anna Covey)
• Grant, The Gone series (Diana Ladris)
• Baggott, The Pure trilogy (Lyda Mertz)
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [the Blood Rain series] (Elin 

Holme)
5. Planned 

pregnancy
• O’Brien, The Birthmarked trilogy (Emily)
• Melamed, Gather the Daughters (Amanda Balthazar)
• Shusterman, The Unwind dystology (Kate-Lynn, Emmalee 

& Makayla)
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame trilogy (Shari 

Chopra)

In 2000, Raffaella Baccolini wrote that

pregnancy can be categorised as an unplanned pregnancy.
81.  The case studies are written in bold in this table. 
82.  Some protagonists are not given a last name by their authors.
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[c]ontemporary science fiction texts written by women in-
creasingly foreground the interaction of gender and genre. 
In particular, the questioning of generic conventions by fem-
inist science fiction writers appears to have contributed to the 
creation of a “new” genre, such as the “critical dystopia”, or 
works of science fiction that contain both utopian and dysto-
pian elements. (“Gender” 13)

In her article, she analyses three examples of the critical dystopia for 
adults: British author Katharine Burdekin’s Swastika Night (1937), 
Canadian author Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and 
American author Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower (1993). What 
characterises these texts, according to Baccolini, is that they “open 
spaces of resistance and maintain the utopian impulse within the 
story” (“Gender” 19). They “maintain a locus of resisting hope and 
subversive tension in an otherwise pessimistic genre that has little or 
no space for hope” (Baccolini, “Gender” 30).

Jane Donawerth also underscores the centrality of hope in some 
feminist science fiction, specifically the texts produced in the 1990s: 
“The feminist dystopia of the 1990s is like a Pandora’s box: the last 
thing to emerge is hope. These novels make dystopia a place of birth. 
Borrowing from the recovered slave narrative, the authors rewrite 
the dystopia as a story of political renewal” (62). Both Baccolini and 
Donawerth thus touch upon the role of hope. Michael Godhe also 
discusses the presence of hope in both utopias and dystopias, argu-
ing that “dystopias as much as utopias generate figures of hope—al-
though hope and despair could be hard to disentangle” (33).

According to Kay Sambell, the depiction of hope is a key differ-
ence between adult and YA dystopian literature: the presence of 
hope in an otherwise dark and dystopian society defines YA dystopi-
an literature; this tendency is especially obvious in the more hopeful 
endings of the YA dystopian texts (172). The possibility of change—of 
the creation of a new world, usually initiated by the young protag-
onists fighting an oppressive regime in YA dystopian literature—can 
thus be tied to its heritage from feminist science fiction.
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In her illustration of a tree with roots, a trunk and branches, Sar-
ah Hentges shows how the genre of YA dystopian literature grew 
from its roots in feminist science fiction, such as Atwood’s The Hand-
maid’s Tale and Butler’s Parable of the Sower (Hentges unnumbered 
page before the title page)—two texts also analysed by Baccolini. 
The genre developed into a phenomenon primarily targeting young 
adults via American author Suzanne Collins’s Hunger Games trilo-
gy (2008–2010), visualised as the tree’s trunk, and further expanded 
into a large number of YA dystopian texts, such as American author 
Veronica Roth’s Divergent trilogy (2011–2013) and American author 
Caragh M. O’Brien’s Birthmarked trilogy (2010–2012), to mention 
just a few examples of the texts that Hentges defines as the tree’s 
branches (Ibid).83 What connects these YA dystopian texts, according 
to Hentges, is the Girl on Fire:

The Girl on Fire is rarely a perfect, infallible hero; she is most 
often a real girl struggling to find herself and keep her friends 
and family safe against impossible odds. She wants to discover 
the truth that has been kept from her, and from the populace 
more generally. She wants to cut the ties that bind and bring 
freedom to oppressed peoples. She is an outcast, a rebel. (6)84 

83.  For an introduction to feminist science fiction from the 1970s to 1990s, see 
L. Timmel Duchamp, “Something Rich and Strange: Karen Joy Fowler’s ‘What 
I didn’t see’” (2006), pp. 356–358. The development of feminist science fiction 
is described by James Gunn and Karen Hellekson as follows: “Feminist science 
fiction has gone the way of feminism, of course: Gone are the separatist utopias, 
the separate realms of a man’s world and a woman’s world. Women and men get 
to play together now, but as science fiction and feminism evolve and change, we 
see feminist science fiction take on a new role: that of, as [Marlene S.] Barr says, 
‘nurturing and embracing the Other,’ because the Other is no longer alien or even 
particularly shocking” (Gunn and Hellekson xi). In her doctoral thesis, Estranging 
Cognition: Feminist Science Fiction and the Borders of Reason (2005), Jenny Bonnevier 
investigates “the ways in which science fiction discourses […] are gendered, as well 
as how feminist concerns with rescripting gender in sf has changed the genre” (17). 

84.  Hentges focuses on the feminist potential of YA dystopian texts and tends 
to defend the genre by underscoring progressive gender ideals, while downplaying 
the more stereotypical aspects of the depiction of female protagonists in YA dys-
topian literature, such as the focus on achieving a heterosexual relationship and on 
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Reproduction and reproductive slavery also connect the roots with 
the branches (Hentges 112).85 

Another aspect that connects the tree’s roots and its branches is 
the motif of the adolescent mother, navigating through her dystopian 
society to protect herself and her child. Hentges states that the nov-
el The Handmaid’s Tale, written for adults, should be regarded as “a 
clear template for many YA dystopian novels that take up the subject 
of compulsory reproduction and the enslavement of women for the 
purposes of reproduction” (33), thereby defining it as a proto-text for 
YA dystopian literature. The republic of Gilead in Atwood’s novel 
tries to solve the problem with infertility and too few children by en-
forcing ritualised and religiously legitimised rapes of the Handmaids, 
women who have previously had a child and so demonstrated their 
fertility (Atwood, Handmaid’s 93–95), but who are deemed amoral 
by the current regime’s hegemonic domain. The hegemonic domain 
justifies oppression through a manipulation of consciousness, ideol-
ogy and culture (Hill Collins 284). The handmaids are captured and 
condemned to bear a child that results from rape, nurture it for a brief 
time and then move on to the next family and produce yet another 
baby (Handmaid’s 127). 

June Osborne, the novel’s protagonist, tries to protect her child 
from its fate of growing up in a dictatorial regime that treats women as 
secondary citizens. Her pregnancy is an example of a forced pregnan-
cy; she has to get pregnant in order to please the couple that she serves, 
and when she realises the husband is infertile, she has sex with anoth-
er man instead. Similarly, Baccolini highlights how women in Swas-
tika Night are dehumanised, imprisoned and utterly reduced to their 
biological function as women in another proto-text for YA dystopian 
literature (“Gender” 19), which also focuses on forced pregnancy.86 

motherhood as the end goal for adolescent girls, after they have dealt with their 
oppressive societies at a political level.

85.  On p. 112, Hentges presents another tree figure, this time a tree of the dif-
ferent themes in YA dystopian literature, and aspects of reproduction occur both 
as one root and one branch in this thematic tree. 

86.  The centrality of mother characters for the development of both dystopias 
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Through an overview of the examples of the adolescent moth-
er motif in my corpus of primary texts, I will demonstrate that the 
motif of a mother prepared to do anything to keep her child safe in 
a dystopian society recurs in various YA dystopian works, in addi-
tion to the three examples analysed in this chapter. The overview 
includes examples of forced pregnancies, paid surrogacy, unplanned 
pregnancies and planned pregnancies, suggesting that no matter the 
circumstances in which the mothers get pregnant, they all love their 
children fiercely, and they are prepared to do whatever it takes to 
protect them from their dystopian societies. 

categorY 1: forced pregnancY

In American author Lois Lowry’s The Giver quartet (1993–2012), 
which Hentges defines as another root of contemporary YA dystopi-
an literature, fourteen-year-old Claire becomes a surrogate mother, a 
so-called Vessel (Lowry, Son 3, 7). This is an example of a forced preg-
nancy, the first category of adolescent mothers found in my corpus. 
Her son is taken from her directly after birth, but she constantly aims 
to reconnect with him. When her son is sentenced to be “released”, 
killed, because he does not sleep well, and is therefore not seen as 
suitable for adoption by parents who society has deemed suitable to 
raise a child, an adolescent rescues Claire’s son by running away with 
him, and she follows. Throughout this endeavour, she repeatedly 
risks her own life, such as by climbing a steep cliff; she is prepared 
to do whatever it takes to protect her son, and assume her maternal 
role, even though society refuses her the right to do so. Ultimately, 
however, it is her son who saves his mother (Son 11, 124, 126–127, 
226–228, 362, 391–392). As Justyna Deszcz-Tryhubczak and Mateusz 

and utopias for adults is explored by Mary E. Theis in Mothers and Masters in Con-
temporary Utopian and Dystopian Literature (2009). For an analysis of the motif of 
pregnant adolescents and adolescent mothers in YA fiction, see Kokkola’s chapter 
“The Calamitous Consequences of Carnality: Loss and Loneliness, Pregnancy and 
Parenthood, Disease and Death” in Fictions of Adolescent Carnality (2013). 
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Marecki argue, “Claire can be reunited with her son and emblemat-
ically become a full-fledged mother only after she has undergone the 
process of maturation” that evolves throughout the novel (195). 

In addition to the motif of the mother who protects her child 
from a dystopian society, controlled reproduction and the duty of 
girls and women to become mothers and maintain the population 
are explored in several YA dystopian works, such as Irish author Lou-
ise O’Neill’s Only Ever Yours (2014).87 In this dystopian society, wom-
en are extinct and a species of womanlike creatures, eves, have been 
designed to fill this void. They are either celibate teachers at the girls’ 
school, a concubine, or a companion who marries a man and carries 
his children (O’Neill 6, 38–39). The third option is promoted as the 
ideal for every woman. As Jade Dillon clarifies, 

[t]he eves are politicised through the imprisonment of the fe-
male gender as the government maintains control over the fe-
male body, and exert [sic!] dominance over them. This control 
and dominance is obtained through the institutional frame-
work surrounding the girls’ education which focuses on how 
to be the perfect male companion. (36)
 

According to Elisabetta Di Minico, “a separation between mother-
hood and uncensored and free female sexuality, between nurturing 
traditions and sin, between virginal ideas of caretaking and carnal 
desires” permeates the division between the companions and the 
concubines (10). As Susan Cahill argues, “the girls are manufactured 
into commodities that the naturally-born male children will con-
sume” (162). By highlighting that they are expected to “smile, seek 
approval, be good and complacent, just like children” (128), Ekater-
ina Muraveva underlines the type of passivity expected from these 
future wives, mothers, concubines and teachers. As Heather Braun 
underscores, “O’Neill creates a claustrophobic world in which seduc-

87.  For an analysis of reproduction in YA dystopian literature, see Nilson, “Re-
production and Family in Fantastic Fiction” (2018). 
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tion, starvation, and successful matchmaking are the only means of 
female control and survival” (71). Since the companions’ primary 
mission in life is to reproduce, I regard them as an example of the cat-
egory of forced pregnancy. They do not really have the option to not 
become mothers. The hegemonic domain in their society has taught 
them that motherhood is the highest goal for a woman, and this in-
doctrination is what makes them long for a planned pregnancy, not 
primarily love or the longing for a child in and of itself. 

Ewing’s The Lone City trilogy is a more clear-cut example of the 
category of forced pregnancy. In this dystopian world, lower classed 
girls with magical powers are sold as surrogates in slave auctions. 
The infertile royalty who buy them use the surrogates to create their 
heirs, not caring that the surrogates will not survive childbirth; they 
all die as a result of it. In a battle amongst the royalty over who will 
produce the heir to the throne, surrogates are lobotomised and mur-
dered (Ewing, Jewel 38, 76, 134–135, 286, 383). Here, the forced preg-
nancy is literally a death sentence, and the experience of motherhood 
is stolen from the surrogates, who simply become vessels for royalty.

In Canadian author Moira Young’s Dust Lands trilogy (2011–
2014), which Hentges defines as another branch on the YA dystopian 
tree (unnumbered page before the title page), the Tonton create a 
new society. Adolescent girls are used to produce the babies of the 
new society. When these children are born, they are taken from their 
mothers and given to wet nurses, which is reminiscent of Lowry’s 
series. If the children are weak or if there are too many children, they 
are left outside overnight and thus killed (Young, Rebel 301). Conse-
quently, the girls are vessels for the new society’s next generation and 
are also robbed of their children. 

categorY 2: paid surrogacY

In Caragh O’Brien’s Birthmarked trilogy—a text defined as one of the 
branches on the YA dystopian tree by Hentges (unnumbered page 
before the title page)—Sasha also becomes a vessel for someone else’s 
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child, but she does so willingly. She thereby represents the second 
category of adolescent mothers in my corpus: paid surrogacy. Sasha 
has taken up a position as a a surrogate mother at the Vessel Insti-
tute, a baby factory in the dystopian city called the Enclave, where 
adolescent girls work to produce children for childless couples. She is 
given a salary, but soon realises that she wants to keep her child. She 
has heard rumours about how she will be locked up until the birth if 
she decides to resign from her position, and the official version would 
be that she died in childbirth. Therefore, she flees to underground 
tunnels, surviving there thanks to a friend who provides her with 
food. Once the Enclave has been defeated in a revolution, Sasha can 
return to society (O’Brien, Promised 51–52, 177–183, 278–279). Her 
actions are thus dictated by the same need to protect her child as in 
the previous examples. 

Even though Sasha is supposedly willingly signing up to be a sur-
rogate, there are clear similarities with the previous category, forced 
pregnancies, because surrogacy is a way to make a living for girls who 
do not have many chances to obtain resources like food and shelter. 
They may be paid, but if they were not desperate for employment 
in the first place, they would probably not do this job. A girl who 
gives birth to three healthy children is promised to live within the 
Enclave’s protective city walls and to receive a pension (Promised 81). 
These are better conditions than Sasha could ever wish for if she did 
not accept the job. 

Megan McCafferty’s Bumped duology (2011–2012) also explores 
the connection between making a living and paid surrogacy. In the 
world of the series, a virus makes most people infertile from the age 
of eighteen to twenty, so adolescent girls are paid tremendous sums 
of money to be “bumped”, undertaking paid surrogacy. Some ado-
lescents bump for free, which is unpaid surrogacy. One of the pro-
tagonists, Melody Doe, has signed a contract to deliver a child for a 
couple, and has earnt a lot of money in the process. Another char-
acter has guaranteed her first year at a prestigious school thanks to 
money from a surrogacy contract. Parents even take loans based on 
the income that adolescents will generate once they deliver a healthy 
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child for its adoptive parents. Drugs are used to discourage bonding 
between the biological mother and the child, but sometimes girls be-
come attached to their child and are upset when it is taken from them 
at birth (Bumped 37, 39, 49, 89–90, 239–240). The girls who take part 
in surrogacy are called “the Surrogettes” (Bumped 39–40).

categorY 3: fake pregnancY

In McCafferty’s duology, at the age of sixteen Melody decides not to 
follow through with the surrogacy; she no longer wants to be a Sur-
rogette. Instead, she is attracted to her childhood friend, with whom 
she has not been allowed to be intimate due to her commitment to 
surrogacy. Condoms are forbidden, so casual sex without the risk of 
pregnancy is not an option in this fictional world. Gradually, Melo-
dy starts rebelling against the view of paid surrogacy as a legitimate 
way of treating adolescents. However, her twin sister Harmony be-
comes pregnant when she has sex with the partner assigned to Mel-
ody (Bumped 277–278, 293–294, 309). In order to pretend that she 
has fulfilled her duties as a Surrogette, Melody fakes her pregnancy 
for the whole nine months, using a high-tech fake “bump” that looks 
just like a pregnant belly. When she finally reveals that she was never 
pregnant, she is initially sued by the adoptive parents, but they later 
realise that it is not reasonable to ask a teenager to carry their child 
for money. Melody’s faked pregnancy functions as a first step towards 
ending the practice of paid surrogacy in this fictional world (McCaf-
ferty, Thumped 54, 198, 221, 226, 252–253, 257–258, 263–267, 290). 
Her gradual awakening to the unacceptable pressure placed on her by 
her parents, in her role as a Surrogette, leads to thorough interroga-
tion of the basis for the surrogacy system in the narrative. This inqui-
ry shows how becoming a Surrogette cannot be viewed as voluntary, 
because Melody’s parents have more or less forced her to do so.

Hence, a fake pregnancy becomes a first step towards rebelling 
against the surrogacy system.
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categorY 4: unplanned pregnancY

There is a significant difference between the pregnancies in my cor-
pus that I have so far discussed and those of the three adolescent 
mothers in my case studies. For the former, motherhood is a result 
of a forced pregnancy or surrogacy that cannot be viewed as entirely 
optional. In the case studies, Lyda, Shari and Elin all become preg-
nant after intercourse with someone to whom they are romantically 
attached. Shari’s pregnancy occurs within a marriage and seems to 
be planned, whereas Lyda and Elin’s pregnancies are unplanned. My 
corpus of primary texts includes other examples of unplanned preg-
nancy that result from consensual or semi-consensual sex. 

One of these is Melody’s twin sister, Harmony, in the Bumped dys-
tology. As mentioned above, she gets pregnant when she has sex with 
the partner assigned to her sister. He believes he is having sex with 
Melody and fulfilling his duty as an adolescent sperm donor. Har-
mony is married to a different man, so she decides to pretend that 
her husband is the twins’ father, but eventually the truth is revealed 
(Bumped 203–204, 316–318). Harmony decides to give up the twins 
for adoption by the couple who believed that Melody, who was never 
pregnant, carried their child. Harmony realises that she is not ready 
to become a mother, even if that may mean that she will never have 
more children of her own; there are other things she wants to do 
before taking on the pressures and responsibilities of motherhood 
(Thumped 273–276). Harmony thus also rebels against the expecta-
tions that she will be a mother and decides to do what she believes is 
best for herself. 

When Glass Sorensen in American author Kass Morgan’s88 The 
100 series (2013–2016) accidentally falls pregnant by her lover, she 
breaks one of the most important laws of the spaceship she lives 
on—the strict regulation of reproduction. Minors like Glass are in-
carcerated and adults are killed as punishment. When the authorities 
discover that Glass is pregnant, she tries to escape but accidentally 

88.  The author’s real name is Mallory Kass.
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falls down the stairs. When she wakes up, she finds out that her child 
could not be saved (Morgan, Day 32; Morgan, 100s 238–239). The 
enforcement of the policy thus leads to Glass’ child’s death, albeit 
in a less direct manner than in Young’s trilogy. Still, since Glass is 
unconscious when they remove the child, it is tempting to wonder 
whether the child really died in the fall, or whether the authorities 
did not deem it worthy of being saved. 

Another example of an unplanned pregnancy can be found in 
Swedish author Sofia Nordin’s En sekund i taget series [One Second 
at a Time] (2013–2017). Fourteen-year-old Ella discovers she is preg-
nant in the fourth and final book in the series, Om du såg mig nu [If 
You Could See Me Now] (2017). She is terrified of giving birth, as 
there are no adults, no doctors and no hospitals left in the post-apoc-
alyptic future Sweden she lives in, which has been destroyed by a 
fever that has killed all the adults. Out of the three boys that she has 
had sex with, she picks one—Esmael—with whom to raise her child 
(Nordin, Om 164–166). This example of an expectant adolescent 
mother is different than most, since Ella plans to involve one of the 
potential fathers in raising her child. Similarly to how young children 
are portrayed as bringers of hope in both the Pure trilogy and the 
Endgame trilogy, to which I will return later in this chapter, Esmael 
sees this child as the beginning of a new world: “A perfectly special 
child that’s sort of the whole future. It’s life coming back, conquer-
ing death and the fever and everything [my translation]” (Om 177)89. 
In this sense, this Swedish example ties in with the conception of 
the mighty child, who might create a new society (Beauvais, Mighty 
100–101).

The adolescent mother motif is also actualised briefly in British 
author Philip Reeve’s The Mortal Engines quartet (2001–2006), when 
the adolescent Hester Shaw is revealed to be pregnant at the end of 
the second book in the series, Predator’s Gold (2003). The pregnancy 
is described as unplanned (Reeve, Predator’s 340). However, at the 

89.  Swedish quotation: “Ett alldeles speciellt barn som liksom är hela fram-
tiden. Det är livet som kommer tillbaka, som segrar över döden och febern och 
allt.”
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An adolescent girl who gets pregnant by accident in a world without adults, 
hospitals and doctors can be found in Swedish author Sofia Nordin’s Om du såg 
mig nu [If You Could See Me Now].



✺ 182

beginning of the next book in the series, Infernal Devices (2005), Hes-
ter and her husband Tom Natsworthy’s daughter is 15 years old, and 
Hester is no longer an adolescent mother (Reeve, Internal 9). There-
fore, readers never experience a depiction of Hester as an adolescent 
mother—only an adult one. Like Nordin’s series, the father is present 
and a vital part of the process of raising the child.  

Another unplanned pregnancy can be found in British author 
Malorie Blackman’s Noughts & Crosses sequence (2001–2008)—a text 
that has been discussed as a YA dystopian text in previous research,90 
even though it does not incorporate any science fiction elements.91 
Persephone Hadley—or Sephy—gets pregnant with her daughter Cal-
lie Rose as a result of semi-consensual intercourse. Sephy herself is a 
Cross, black, which is positioned as the superior race within Black-
man’s fictional universe.92 Her daughter is conceived with a nought, 
a white man, which is seen as the inferior race. It is against the law 
to have a child with someone of a different race (Noughts 17–19, 376–
377). This is yet another example of how the fear of miscegenation, 
the act of conceiving a child with someone of a different race (cf. 
Merriam-Webster, “miscegenation”), is depicted in YA dystopian lit-
erature. The father is convicted of rape and executed (Noughts 427, 
434–435). Just like Red in American author Christina Henry’s novel 
The Girl in Red (2019), which was analysed in the previous chapter, 

90.  See Clémentine Beauvais, “Romance, Dystopia, and the Hybrid Child” 
(2016).

91.  Maria Nikolajeva argues in Power, Voice and Subjectivity in Literature for Young 
Readers (2010) that Blackman’s series is not really a dystopia, but an example of “a 
counterfactual novel”, in which an alternate history is presented (75).

92.  When the race hierarchy is flipped upside down in the series, all blacks are 
turned into oppressors. In previous research, different scholars have viewed this 
practice in distinctly different ways. On one hand, Clare Bradford argues that “[b]y 
mapping the power relationships of Crosses and noughts onto practices and histo-
ries which have privileged Europeans over their non-white others, the [first] novel 
reinstalls those relationships and normalizes them” (42). On the other, Christine 
Wilkie-Stibbs views Blackman’s first three novels as a successful example of de-
familiarisation, which highlights “the taken-for-granted, internalized, and unex-
amined assumptions of any of her white, middle-class readers about the way that 
power and privilege may be located in them” (241). 
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Sephy has to deal with racism directed at biracial people, in this case 
her daughter. She is prepared to do whatever it takes to protect her 
child from a dystopian world where racial discrimination and terror 
attacks are constant threats to the safety of the population (Black-
man, Knife 30). 

Another example of an unplanned pregnancy can be found in Brit-
ish author Gemma Malley’s93 The Declaration trilogy (2007–2010). 
After being told she has been sterilised, and will therefore never have 
children of her own, the adolescent Anna Covey discovers she is preg-
nant. In her world, children are threatened and hunted down by the 
authorities. As a mother, Anna protects both her daughter and her 
younger brother fiercely, along with her partner, and is prepared to 
die for her brother and daughter to keep them safe (Malley, Legacy 27, 
90–91). Here, the interplay between the empowerment and repres-
sion entailed by being an adolescent mother in a dystopian world is 
explicit in Anna’s statement that motherhood “made her both stron-
ger and more vulnerable than she’d ever thought possible” (Legacy 
77). This willingness to do whatever necessary to protect your child 
is explored further in the following three case studies. 

An unplanned, supernatural pregnancy occurs in Michael Grant’s 
Gone series (2008–2013). Diana Ladris gets pregnant by Caine Soren, 
one of the most powerful and evil adolescents in the series. The child 
develops much quicker than an ordinary child, and when Diana gives 
birth after a pregnancy of only four months, it turns out to be pos-
sessed by the darkest and most evil power in the non-adult society 
Diana lives in. Still, Diana realises that the child is still her daughter: 
Gaia. She needs to be fed and protected to the best of Diana’s ability 
for the brief time before she develops into an adolescent killer pos-
sessed by a dark force—the result of a virus transported through space 
on a meteorite. This Gaiaphage has completely taken over Diana’s 
daughter (Grant, Fear 471, 478–479, 488, 498; Grant, Light 387). The 
Gaiaphage kills a large number of people before she is finally defeat-
ed and killed by another supernatural force. Gaia thus fits into the 

93.  This author’s name is a pseudonym for Gemma Townley.
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ninth category of adolescent killers presented in the previous chap-
ter: those who commit unrighteous killings, in this case in a brain-
washed state. By this point, Diana has realised that there is noth-
ing left of her daughter (Light 2, 221–224, 388–390). This particular 
pregnancy therefore stands out as distinctly different from the other 
examples in my corpus. Instead of needing the adolescent mother’s 
protection, this child turns into the foremost evil force and the only 
solution is to kill her.

categorY 5: planned pregnancY

In the Birthmarked trilogy, protagonist Gaia Stone’s best friend Emily 
is an example of planned pregnancy within a marriage. Emily’s son is 
stolen by the dictatorial Enclave, and when his parents try to get him 
back, the father is killed and Emily is forced to work for the Vessel 
Institute if she wants to see her son again (Promised 47–51). Thus, 
she is forced to contribute to upholding the Vessel Institute and paid 
surrogacy in order to keep her child safe. 

Gather the Daughters (2017), by American author Jennie Melamed, 
focuses on the role of girls in reproduction. In a society where the 
adolescent girls’ “worth is based solely on their ability to reproduce” 
(Pigmans 23), and where fathers’ rapes of their daughters until they 
menstruate for the first time are seen as both natural and holy, four-
teen-year-old Amanda Balthazar realises that she is pregnant with 
a daughter and that her beloved husband will eventually become a 
child molester (Melamed, Gather 24–28, 81, 95–96). The pregnancy 
is the result of consensual sex within a marriage, and the pregnancy is 
planned, but since the society Amanda lives in is too terrible to raise 
a daughter in, she tries to find a way to escape from the island on 
which her society is located. However, she is killed by the Wanderers, 
who rule the society, before she can escape and raise her daughter 
somewhere else (Gather 148–149, 175, 389–390). Amanda’s attempts 
to protect her unborn child from a dystopian society thus result in 
both her own and her child’s death. 



185 ✺

Another protagonist, seventeen-year-old Janey Solomon, refuses 
to grow up and become a mother. Instead, she first starts a rebellion 
and later starves herself to death, trying to prevent puberty when the 
rebellion fails (Gather 26, 261–269, 400–401, 416). As Eva Pigmans 
clarifies, the rebellion aims to change both the adolescent girls’ own 
lives and the lives of their future daughters (23). Both Amanda and 
Janey’s dire fates illustrate how the society they live in is not a safe 
place to raise a child—especially not a daughter. 

In Shusterman’s Unwind dystology (2007–2014), the character of 
Mason Starkey creates his own harem, impregnating three different 
girls who he intends will bear his children: Kate-Lynn, Emmalee 
and Makayla. These pregnancies are planned (Shusterman, Unsouled 
334). The series does not depict the girls in more detail, but this is a 
rather unusual example of planned pregnancies that occur outside of 
a more traditional romantic and/or sexual relationship. The goal of 
monogamy is challenged via this approach to becoming an adoles-
cent father, but because Mason becomes one of the main antagonists 
in the series, his choice stands out as yet another thing that makes 
him different from the other adolescent boys. It underlines how he is 
a non-normative adolescent boy.

*

In summary, YA dystopian works, just like their feminist science fic-
tion forerunners, repeatedly illuminate how patriarchy enables dys-
topian societies to use girls as baby factories against their will, and 
position them as mothers in a society where their children will come 
to harm. The motif of the adolescent mother is thus a valid point of 
departure for an analysis that focuses on young women’s oppression 
and power. Of the three different categories of adolescent mother, 
forced pregnancy is the most common. In my case studies, I have 
decided to analyse two examples of an unplanned pregnancy and one 
example of a planned pregnancy, because the relevant novels focus 
more on motherhood and its challenges than on the oppression tied 
to reproduction itself. Consequently, there is more focus on the ad-
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olescent mothers’ status as young mothers, which makes it possible 
to centre the analysis on an investigation of the age-related power 
aspects of adolescent motherhood in a dystopian world. 

Protecting an Unborn Child: 
Lyda in the Pure Trilogy

In the Pure trilogy, the interpersonal domain, the everyday lived ex-
periences of oppression (Hill Collins 287), is highlighted through 
Lyda’s experience of being an expectant, unmarried adolescent in a 
society which strongly controls reproduction, and which positions 
young unwed mothers as non-normative. The narrative clarifies not 
only the intersectional power position of Lyda, but Lyda’s thoughts 
and feelings about the prospect of bringing a child into a dystopian 
world. The hegemonic domain, which is society’s use of culture, con-
sciousness and ideology to legitimise oppression (Hill Collins 284), 
is highlighted through a gender ideology that positions an expectant 
adolescent as “crazy”94 and unsuitable for continued existence in so-
ciety. This underlines how Lyda’s age contributes to making her preg-
nancy punishable by the dystopian society that she lives in. 

The Pure trilogy is focalised from several different characters’ 
perspectives. Throughout the trilogy, Lyda is one of the focalisers.

In this section, I will first introduce the two dystopian societies 
in the Pure trilogy and Lyda’s intersectional subject position in these 
societies. Thereafter, I will investigate how Lyda relates to the pros-
pect of becoming a mother, especially in terms of her need to protect 
her unborn child. The section also includes an analysis of how Lyda’s 
pregnancy contributes to her identity transformation and, ultimate-
ly, to her decision to rebel against the society that she grew up in. 

94.  Just like in my analysis of Juliette Ferrars in the previous chapter, I put 
these ableist words within quotation marks to underline that these are the words 
used in the narrative, not words that I believe it is appropriate to use about some-
one. For Lyda, her perceived “craziness” is central to how she is positioned within 
the society she lives in, so it is important to illustrate how these words are used in 
the narrative. 
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Throughout the section, I will analyse how oppression is established, 
maintained and challenged in the dystopian world of the Pure trilo-
gy, using Hill Collins’ matrix of domination, and how this oppres-
sion specifically relates to Lyda’s position as an adolescent expectant 
mother. The controlled adolescent motif and the mighty adolescent 
motif will be used to analyse how Lyda’s access to power in her dys-
topian world varies in different situations and at different stages of 
her identity development.  

lYda’s intersectional subject position

The structural domain, which organises oppression by regulating cit-
izenship, rights and policies (Hill Collins 276), divides Lyda’s world 
into two. First, the Dome, where the privileged few who escaped 
the Detonations live. The Detonations were bombs that covered the 
world in ashes and killed many people, leaving the survivors fused 
to the ground, objects and each other. Second, the world outside the 
Dome, where the fused live, trying to survive in a hostile environ-
ment without the technology and relative luxury of the people who 
live inside the glass sphere (Baggott, Pure 25, 142). The structural do-
main only grants citizenship of the Dome to the minority who were 
told about the Detonations beforehand and were consequently able 
to get to safety inside the protective sphere (Pure 142). 

The Dome uses the slur wretches about the people living outside 
of it. The word “wretch” means base, despicable, vile and miserable, 
and this is how the survivors outside of the Dome are viewed by 
the people living inside the Dome. They are also considered to be 
uncivilised and rapists (Pure 352). All this creates a clear-cut distinc-
tion between “us” and “them”. Lyda’s love interest, Ripkard Crick, 
aka Partridge, Willux, who is the son of the dictatorial leader of the 
Dome, has been told that the “wretches” are the “the violent, sickly, 
poor, stubborn, uneducated” who refused to enter the glass sphere 
(Pure 142). Lyda views them as “evil, deranged. They’re vicious, de-
formed, no longer truly human. She’s heard a hundred dark and aw-
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ful tales of the girls who survived, the ones who kept some part of 
their humanity only to be raped or eaten alive” (Pure 189). In this 
quotation, the “wretches’” loss of humanity and their deformity is 
emphasised in a way that explicitly aligns their (dis)abilities95 with 
savagery, violence, and sexual abuse. The people in the Dome, who 
are neither fused nor have extensive scarring because of the Detona-
tions, are called Pure (Pure 29), which clearly highlights the hierarchy 
between the two groups. Due to what Robert McRuer calls “compul-
sory able-bodiedness” (32), anyone who is (dis)abled is positioned as 
not only less powerful than the able-bodied, but also as a violent and 
sexual threat to the Pure’s alleged purity.

The hierarchy and the oppression that it supports are based on 
an intersection of ethnicity, (dis)ability, class and racial imagery. The 
two groups are defined as belonging to distinctly different cultures, 
and this cultural distinction is upheld by separating the able-bodied 
people living in the Dome from the fused people living outside it, 
both physically and at a mental level. Being fused is depicted as a 
(dis)ability—for example, the hand of one of the protagonists, Pressia 
Belze’s, is encased in a doll head (Pure 12). Hegemonic knowledge 
about the “wretches” is used to legitimise the oppression of them. 
This, in turn, affects the everyday interpersonal experiences of op-
pression of the people living outside of the Dome, that is, the inter-
personal domain. For example, they do not have access to the same 
resources, such as a traditional education, as the people living inside 
the glass sphere (Pure 67). Consequently, the hierarchy also includes 
class, since those deemed less valuable by the society in the Dome 
suffer from poverty. They have to struggle to get enough food and 
shelter to survive (cf. Pure 31–34).

In the trilogy, the biological distinction between the two groups, 
(dis)abled or untainted by the Detonations, is coded in racial im-
agery. The Dome’s rhetoric about the so-called “wretches” charac-
terises them as uncivilised and violent, character traits that are ste-
reotypically associated with a racial other (cf. Said’s description of 

95.  For an explanation of the parentheses around “dis”, see see note 2, p. 18–19. 
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Orientalism, Said 13). In the Pure trilogy, the division between “us” 
and “them” supports prejudices about how dangerous “the wretches” 
are. The hegemonic domain thus establishes a hierarchical relation-
ship between Pures and “wretches” using the hegemonic knowledge 
of the supposed differences between “us” and “them” to legitimise 
the mistreatment of the latter. Together, ethnicity, (dis)ability, class 
and race intersect and position the survivors as barely human.

Compared to the survivors, Lydia is privileged. Since she is eth-
nically Pure and physically able-bodied, she is positioned at the top 
of the hierarchy. The same is true of her lover Partridge. In addition, 
she is white with “creamy Pure skin” (Baggott, Fuse 394). The white-
ness of her skin thus further signals her supposed purity. Partridge’s 
“perfect” skin, which is described as “cream”, just like Lyda’s, is also 
underlined in the narrative as part of the physical description of what 
makes him stand out visually as a Pure (Pure 141). Hence, a con-
nection is established between being Pure and being white. Many of 
the survivors outside of the Dome have shards of glass or metal in 
their faces, as well as extensive scarring (cf. Pure 168), which makes 
their skin the visual opposite of the white, untainted skin of the Pures 
Lyda and Partridge. This is reminiscent of Richard Dyer’s argument 
in White, about how white people are viewed as “a human norm”, 
whereas people of colour are racialised (1), but here, the lack of scars 
and fusing is what makes someone Pure. Since the two protagonists 
who are Pures are also white, the intersection between able-bodied-
ness and white skin is foregrounded. 

Being Pure also means that Lyda has a class advantage. Although 
resources in the Dome are strictly controlled, she has access to edu-
cation and a safe living environment (Pure 67)—privileges that are 
not available to the survivors. Lyda is heterosexual and cisgender. In 
short, at the beginning of the trilogy, she is privileged due to intersec-
tions between (dis)ability, ethnicity, race, class, sexuality and gender 
identity. 

However, life in the Dome is also dictated by the disciplinary do-
main’s oppressive rules and hierarchies, which are used to manage 
oppression (Hill Collins 276–277, 280). This is especially true for 
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young girls. Lyda is born and raised in the Dome’s strictly controlled 
society, where reproduction is only available to the privileged few 
who have been deemed suitable (Pure 63). As Di Minico argues in her 
analysis of feminist science fiction, “regulating sexuality or sexually 
abusing bodies is a way to control social structures and, consequently, 
female gender identity and roles” (11). Lyda initially enjoys life in the 
Dome, and she regards the people living outside of the Dome as a 
threat, thereby buying into the Dome’s hegemonic knowledge about 
the “wretches”. However, Partridge tricks her into helping him steal 
a knife that he needs to escape from the Dome by playing on her ro-
mantic feelings for him. As punishment, she is initially confined in a 
rehabilitation centre and later sent outside the Dome by Partridge’s 
father, to trick Partridge into revealing himself. Lyda’s reaction to 
this task reveals her hegemonic knowledge about the “wretches”: 
“It’s a death sentence. She won’t be able to breathe the air. She’ll be 
attacked. The wretches will rise up, rape her and kill her” (Pure 102, 
104, 352–353; quotation on 352). Once again, violence and sexual 
abuse are defined as characteristic traits of the survivors. 

During her time outside the Dome, Lyda realises that the peo-
ple living there have very hard lives, that the stereotypical portrayal 
of them is not accurate, and that she prefers life outside the Dome. 
Consequently, she gains insight about how the Dome’s hegemonic 
knowledge is used to justify oppressing the survivors.96 Apart from 
refuting the stereotypes of “wretches”, Lyda’s view of gender roles 
is transformed as a consequence of her lived experiences in the in-
terpersonal domain. She transitions from being indoctrinated into 
conservative gender ideals that position women as future wives and 
mothers, to identifying with “the mothers”. They are fierce, female 

96.  For an analysis of how the protagonist Ria, in Austrian author Ursula 
Poznanski’s Die Eleria Trilogie [the Eleria trilogy] (published in German 2012–
2014), similarly realises that the prejudices she has been taught about the Prims, 
who live outside of her protective sphere society, are false and used to legitimise 
their oppression, see Malin Alkestrand, “(De)Stabilizing the Boundaries between 
‘Us’ and ‘Them’: Racial Oppression and Racism in Two YA Dystopias Available in 
Swedish” (2021).
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warriors living outside of the Dome, who used to be housewives, but 
who now consider men to be “Deaths” and, more importantly, are 
willing to sacrifice themselves for the safety of their children. The 
mothers are fused to their children and/or items from their past lives, 
such as jewellery and a hedge-clipper (Pure 246–247, 280, 307; Fuse 
48). They constantly carry their children on their bodies, almost like 
a never-ending pregnancy. 

These mothers are reminiscent of grotesque Amazons who have 
decisively flipped the power hierarchy between women and men by 
becoming fierce warriors. Their strength is mainly psychological, 
consisting of a strong conviction in the alternative lifestyle they es-
tablished after the Detonations, and the community that they have 
created together. The pairing of stereotypically female attributes, 
predominantly motherhood, with weapons and a willingness to kill, 
presents them as a transgression of the female-male binary. As Kara 
E. Hemphill argues, they have “been fused to the feminine objects 
of their past lives but have simultaneously adopted masculine tools 
[such as spears] and made them their own” (57). Lyda contrasts these 
mothers to her own biological mother: “Unlike her own mother, the 
mothers here are fierce but also fiercely loving” (Fuse 48). I will re-
turn to this distinction between different mothering ideals later in 
this section.

As Hemphill argues, “femininity in [Pure] is associated with class 
privilege even as it oppresses the women it is forced upon” (24). The 
narrative establishes an intersection between being middle and upper 
class, which equals living in the safety of the Dome, and being able 
to live up to traditional feminine ideals, while being working class 
equates with living in the unsafe environment outside the Dome, 
which makes it impossible to adhere to these ideals. To survive, wom-
en have to be able to protect themselves and thereby assume tradi-
tionally male attributes, such as using weapons. The mothers are the 
most vibrant illustration of this, since they have transitioned from 
housewives to female warriors and soldiers, thereby replacing a ste-
reotypical gender role with gender-transgressive strength. 

In the Dome, the structural domain distributes privileges unfair-



✺ 192

ly, based on gender. Girls are not given a science education. Instead, 
they attend lessons in subjects such as art and infant care. Protecting 
girls’ reproductive organs is regarded as more important than en-
hancing their bodies and minds with the “coding” to which all boys 
have access. However, it is later revealed that this coding slowly de-
stroys the boys’ bodies (Pure 63, 67, 325, 348, 404). The girls are thus 
spared this suffering, but since this act’s main purpose is to make sure 
they can reproduce, the power hierarchy between males and females 
is still enhanced through this practice of making the adolescent boys’ 
physical strength immensely superior to the girls’. Simultaneously, it 
underlines how girls exist primarily to fulfil their reproductive duty, 
whereas the boys are deemed suitable for a wider range of tasks in 
society.

The lack of female education also extends to the area of reproduc-
tion. When Lyda leaves the Dome, she does not know how children 
are conceived and she believes it is impossible to become pregnant 
outside of marriage. Therefore, when Partridge and Lyda end up 
in bed after meeting outside the Dome, Lyda does not know what 
Partridge means when he asks her whether she is sure, implying if 
she wants to have sex with him. She realises what he means too late 
to give a fully informed consent, and while she tells herself that she 
should tell him to stop, she does not want to; instead, she longs to 
be his wife (Fuse 78–79, 142–143). The Dome has deliberately limited 
Lyda’s knowledge of reproduction, which makes her vulnerable in a 
sexual interaction with an adolescent boy. 

It is unclear whether Partridge realises that the girls in the Dome 
do not know that intercourse can lead to pregnancy outside marriage 
but, regardless, he puts Lyda in a precarious situation in which she 
risks becoming pregnant. This situation clarifies how adolescent girls 
are more extensively controlled than boys of the same age, underlin-
ing the need for an intersectional approach to how young people are 
treated within the Dome. 

Immediately after their sexual encounter, Lyda is left to fend for 
herself. Partridge enters the Dome to take over its leadership from 
his father, and to change Dome society and how it relates to the peo-
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ple outside. However, he is tricked into a forced engagement (Fuse 
307–308). He later decides to rebel and kills his own father (Fuse 
545), corresponding to the fourth category of adolescent killers in 
the previous chapter, those who kill corrupt adult leaders to create a 
better world. Partridge becomes the new leader (Baggott, Burn 33), 
but realises that he may not be able to change the way the Dome is 
structured and ruled. 

Partridge tries to convince Lyda to follow him into the Dome, but 
she does not want to. This decision to stand up for herself instead 
of being a man’s “helpmate”, as she was taught in the Dome, turns 
her into a new person; she feels much more independent (Fuse 127, 
156–157, 179). Thus, utilising her free will outside of the Dome shows 
Lyda that she does not have to be party to the hegemonic domain’s 
construction of girls as helpmates to men. I agree with Gilbert-Hick-
ey’s argument that within the Pure trilogy “the nuclear family, as 
well as heteronormative romantic marriages, render women weak 
and voiceless” (38). Lyda does not find independence until she rebels 
against these hegemonic ideals via a counter-hegemonic gender con-
ception of women. 

The vulnerability tied to not having access to knowledge about 
sexual interactions is highlighted when Lyda discovers she is preg-
nant. She thinks it is a misunderstanding, since “[i]t’s not possible to 
be pregnant and unmarried. Is it?” (Fuse 78). This question illustrates 
how, inside the Dome, having a child outside of marriage is virtually 
unimaginable. Unmarried pregnant girls are considered “ruined, dis-
graceful, pitiful …” (Burn 46), and a threat to the social order (Burn 
47). Thus, “women’s worth is directly dependent on their sexual mo-
rality” (Di Minico 12), but the girls never have the opportunity to 
make informed choices about whether to engage in sexual activities, 
because they do not know they risk getting pregnant outside of mar-
riage if they have sexual intercourse. Patriarchy positions the young 
women as unknowing and easy to prey on. By withholding informa-
tion about reproduction, male power privileges are enforced through 
the power technique of keeping the oppressed in ignorance.

Lyda’s question about the possibility of becoming pregnant out-
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side of marriage emphasises how girls are not expected to become 
mothers before marriageable age, and clarifies how Lyda’s position 
as an adolescent mother is not even part of hegemonic knowledge 
about what motherhood means in the Dome. Being too young equals 
unsuitability for motherhood, according to the hegemonic concep-
tion of motherhood perpetuated by the Dome. In addition, because 
Lyda is separated from Partridge, she potentially has to raise their 
child on her own. Significantly, she does not think that Partridge has 
the right to know about the pregnancy, since he made the decision 
to leave her: “This is hers. He is gone. She has to learn to rely solely 
on herself” (Fuse 370). Lyda is preparing to become a single mother: 
“[S]he’ll fend for herself and her child. She’ll make it, alone” (Fuse 
372). In conclusion, her young age adds to the stigma surrounding 
her pregnancy outside of marriage, creating an intersection between 
age and marital status. 

When Lyda meets the mothers, they radically challenge Lyda’s 
understanding of the patriarchal power relationship between the 
women and men that she grew up with in the Dome, including the 
hegemonic conception of women’s role as well-behaved wives and 
mothers who obey their husbands. The mothers are also mothers, 
but they fend for their children on their own, without men, whom 
they regard as the cause of the Detonations and all the resulting 
problems (Pure 309). Here, motherhood does not equal being less 
powerful than men—quite the opposite. This radical feminist view is 
supported within the narrative when it reveals who was responsible 
for the Detonations: Partridge’s father who decided to set them off 
to save the world. According to Bradwell—one of the rebels outside 
of the Dome—“[t]hey planned the apocalypse because they wanted 
the earth to survive, regenerate itself, so once they’ve used up their 
limited resources, they’ll be ready to use the world’s again” (Pure 205). 
Hence, ecological sustainability was meant to be re-established with-
out considering social sustainability.

This disregard for human rights and equality is enhanced by how 
Partridge’s father added an ingredient to cause fusing, “just to create 
a subhuman class [my italics], a new order of slaves, to serve” the 
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Pures when the world was set right again (Pure 413). All the adults 
in the Dome know about the mass murder; the children and ado-
lescents, however, do not (Fuse 286). By “protecting” the children 
from the knowledge that their wealth and safety is the result of a 
genocide and the infliction of severe physical and mental suffering, 
the oppression of the survivors is enforced with no risk of the young 
generation rebelling against the deeds of the adult generation. Here, 
aetonormativity functions as a way of controlling the young gener-
ation and keeping them complacent and ignorant about the actions 
of their elders. 

The mothers’ conception of men as evil is supported by how one 
man was the cause of the destruction. As a result of Partridge’s fa-
ther’s actions, the mothers had to take care of themselves, bury the 
children who died in the Detonations and literally carry their fused 
children, who will never grow up, on their bodies for the rest of their 
lives (Pure 307). This is a strong and visual illustration of how women 
must carry the burdens bestowed upon them by a patriarchal society. 

To summarise, the patriarchal order and the Dome adults’ compli-
ance in mass murder have contributed to creating the Dome’s matrix 
of domination by constructing an underclass of people to support 
and sustain the privileged class. The mothers face the additional chal-
lenge of trying to take care of their fused children. Aetonormativity 
and patriarchy intersect in the creation of this system of oppression.

Although Lyda does not fully accept the concept of all men as evil 
that the mothers perpetuate, their version of feminism challenges 
the conservative gender norms of the Dome with an anti-hegemonic 
conception of gender. She becomes a female warrior (Fuse 206), kill-
ing two soldiers when she and her allies are attacked (Pure 421–422; 
Fuse 133). These killings fit in both the first category of adolescent 
killers, who kill in self-defence, and the second category of adolescent 
killers, who kill to protect others from harm, as defined in Table 2 in 
the previous chapter. Lyda is prepared to do anything to protect the 
people she cares about, including her unborn child. She transitions 
from a girl who fulfils conservative expectations about the purpose of 
a girl’s life, to a rebel warrior who challenges the Dome’s power dis-
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tribution between women and men. According to Raffaella Baccolini 
and Tom Moylan, dystopias are “built around the construction of a 
narrative of the hegemonic order and a counter-narrative of resis-
tance” (5). Lyda’s rebellion against the conservative gender norms of 
the Dome is a clear example of this narrative arc.

As Kathryn James argues, female characters who kill may disrupt 
the patriarchal order by positioning a girl as prepared to use aggres-
sion in a manner that diverges from the stereotype that women are 
non-violent. According to James, when violence is used as a part of 
motherhood, to protect a child, “there are limitations to the effec-
tiveness of this disruption” (167). However, in Lyda’s case, her will-
ingness to become an active agent who protects her unborn child and 
the people she cares about through lethal violence signals a disrup-
tion to the Dome’s stereotypical view of girls, which has until now 
defined her sense of self. Thus, motherhood as a motive for killing 
someone does not necessarily confirm gender norms. 

Sara K. Day argues that “[o]nly by overcoming cultural condition-
ing regarding their sexuality […] can girls gain the agency required 
to become women, leaders, and heroes” in the Pure trilogy (75). The 
controlled adolescent motif, which is present throughout the depic-
tion of Lyda’s life in the Dome, is replaced by the mighty adolescent 
motif when she finds empowerment through her interactions with 
the mothers. As Gilbert-Hickey underlines in her discussion of the 
mothers, “female-centered kinship systems enable women, including 
mothers, to find not only voice and identity but also physical and 
political power and strength” (38), and this power extends to Lyda.

the adolescent expectant mother, lYda

The mothers’ view of Lyda’s pregnancy is distinctly different to 
that of the society in the Dome. Whereas an adolescent mother is 
unthinkable inside the Dome, due to the hegemonic domain’s ide-
ologies about gender and motherhood, they view Lyda’s child as a 
symbol of hope and a new beginning: “A baby we can all hold. The 
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first since the Detonations” (Fuse 398); “[t]his child is our new begin-
ning” (Burn 286). The mothers’ hope in the child’s potential to create 
a new future is in line with Beauvais’ conception of the mighty child 
in children’s literature (Mighty 3). The mighty child motif is used to 
demonstrate how the next generation can potentially bring a new 
beginning, one not entirely dependent on the consequences of the 
Detonations, nor on the oppressive structure of the Dome. 

In this sense, the new child represents the possibility of challeng-
ing the system of oppression established by the Dome. The child’s 
lack of physical deformity from the Detonations—a literal pureness—
symbolises the concept of the Romantic child who, untainted by soci-
ety, has the potential to be the beginning of a new, more natural and 
better world order (cf. Nikolajeva, “A Return” 128). Significantly, a 
child conceived by white parents becomes the saviour and hope of a 
new and better world, underlining a connection between purity, in-
nocence and whiteness. Dyer highlights this link between whiteness 
and supposed purity as follows: “White people are neither literally 
nor symbolically white. We are not the colour of snow or bleached 
linen, nor are we uniquely virtuous and pure. Yet images of white 
people are recognisable as such by virtue of colour” (42). The white-
ness of the child saviour, even connoting the Christ child, implies 
that this is a fundamentally good child, who will reinforce hope and 
a purity of heart in a dystopian world. 

In addition to challenging hegemonic gender norms and the 
prejudice about the “wretches”, Lyda also mentally transitions from 
identifying with the Dome to sympathising with the “wretches” 
during her time outside it. She states that “she’s lucky she got out” 
(Fuse 209). Later, when she returns to the Dome to try to save her 
lover, Partridge, she considers herself a different person, and feels 
smothered and confined by Dome society: “She doesn’t want to be 
Pure anymore, and now, because of this baby, she isn’t and that feels 
right” (Fuse 453). Being Pure is given an additional meaning here, a 
label to put on the Dome girls who follow the rules for adolescent 
girls defined by the disciplinary domain of the Dome. Lyda finds em-
powerment in subverting these rules and gradually starts overcom-
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ing the ideological boundaries between “us” and “them”. Her loss of 
sexual innocence means that she is no longer “Pure” according to the 
Dome’s hegemonic domain.

Partridge’s new partner, with whom he enters a fake engagement 
because of pressure from his political advisors, but later falls in love 
with, summarises Lyda’s transition: “The wretch who was once a 
Pure is pregnant” (Fuse 540). Thus, Lyda’s interactions with the world 
outside the Dome and its culture result in Partridge’s wife believing 
that Lyda no longer belongs to Dome culture. Lyda is described as 
tainted by her interactions with the world outside of the Dome and 
labelled a “wretch”, suggesting that Lyda’s purity can be removed by 
interacting with the other ethnicity. This also highlights the inter-
section of racial imagery and (dis)ability, because co-habitation with 
a person of a different race is viewed as miscegenation—a dangerous 
mixing of different races—according to a racist world-view. Similar 
ideas about the danger of mixing with the “wretches” are underlined 
in the narrative.

Whereas Lyda is not physically (dis)abled by fusing, she is po-
sitioned as mentally unstable and even “crazy” after she helps Par-
tridge escape from the Dome by not reporting the theft of the knife, 
which he needed to get through the ventilation system on his way out 
of the Dome. In the Dome, people with mental “issues” are usual-
ly permanently removed from society (Pure 67), which suggests that 
mental conditions also taint the pureness of a Pure individual and are 
therefore not permitted inside the Dome. People with mental con-
ditions threaten the compulsory able-bodiedness of the Pure from 
within the Dome. Therefore, they are removed from society before 
they can challenge what it means to be Pure. By transgressing the 
ideological boundary of the hegemonic domain between able-bod-
ied Pures and (dis)abled “wretches”, Pures with mental conditions 
are virtually unimaginable in this hegemonic knowledge of how the 
world functions, and are therefore removed from society. 

The controlled adolescent motif is present in the narrative during 
Lydia’s two enforced stays at the rehabilitation centre. Her initial 
institutionalisation, after unwittingly helping Partridge escape, 
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demonstrates the disciplinary domain’s institutional surveillance 
and control of the citizens. Lyda is afraid that she will not be al-
lowed to reproduce or be able to find a family that will accept her as 
a wife or a mother. She considers how her future may be destroyed 
by Partridge’s actions and her decision to not stop him stealing the 
knife (Pure 102–103, 106). Significantly, her actions are described as 
a “stain”, highlighting how her purity, which is ideologically equal to 
her white, un-fused skin, has now been destroyed (Pure 103). Lyda 
can never be entirely Pure and untainted after this event. Signifi-
cantly, she asks herself if she is “unclean now” (Pure 350), further 
emphasising the link between a behaviour that challenges the status 
quo of Dome society and losing her purity. She is also afraid they will 
never let her out of the rehabilitation centre, and tries to hold on to 
the truth, thinking “I’m not crazy” (Pure 232). Just like Iranian-Amer-
ican author Tahereh Mafi’s Juliette Ferrars, who was analysed in the 
previous chapter, Lyda tries to resist the hegemonic domain of an 
oppressive society that defines her as “crazy”. Interestingly, Lyda is 
not angry with Partridge, who impregnated her, which may be due to 
her lifelong indoctrination that a girl should be obedient to the man 
in her life. 

During Lyda’s second stay at the rehabilitation centre, after she 
returns to the Dome to save Partridge from the mothers’ retribution 
for the way he treated Lyda, the stakes are higher. Lyda feels the need 
to protect her child from the destructive world of the Dome (Fuse 
398, 493). While she is confined in the rehabilitation centre, Lyda can 
feel the fierce warrior she was outside the Dome fading, and wonders 
whether “the Dome [has] already made her weaker and more fright-
ened” (Burn 97). She realises that “she can’t stay here and be Par-
tridge’s happy wife, wearing pearls, knitting booties, writing in baby 
books” (Burn 187). Consequently, she finds it impossible to adapt 
to the pressure of the hegemonic domain’s construction of gender 
norms. Simultaneously, her precarious situation highlights the con-
trolled adolescent motif, as she is literally confined because of actions 
that challenge the status quo of the Dome in terms of gender and age 
expectations.
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Instead of striving to match the hegemonic domain’s construc-
tion of a role model for expectant mothers, Lyda builds wire armour 
and breaks the crib to make spears (Burn 188, 216). She “uses the 
physical structures of her pregnancy—the wires upon which her ma-
ternity clothing hangs, the spindles of the crib her child will sleep 
in—to create armor and weapons to protect herself and her child” 
(Gilbert-Hickey 56). Lyda also recreates the soot-covered world out-
side the Dome, through the strongly symbolic act of burning a book 
on the topic of how to create a perfect nursery (Burn 215). This alter-
native version of a nursery makes her feel safe, but she also realises 
that “[t]his is the room of a crazy person, and she’s the crazy per-
son within it” (Burn 339). The redecorated nursery highlights Lyda’s 
transition to identification with the world outside the Dome, as well 
as her refusal to live up to the hegemonic domain’s expectations of 
a Dome mother. It also becomes a symbol of how she questions her 
own “sanity”.

During Lyda’s time in the rehabilitation centre, the ideals of her 
own mother are contrasted with the mothering ideals of the mothers, 
and Lyda finds the latter preferable. Her own mother’s love is de-
scribed as “a locked-up love, a buried-down love, a love to be ashamed 
of because … because that kind of love makes you vulnerable? Makes 
you weak? Why hasn’t her mother come to visit? Is she too ashamed 
of her daughter now? Lyda misses the mothers and their fierce love” 
(Burn 215). A fierce mother who goes to extremes to protect her child 
becomes the ideal that she aims towards, thereby privileging this 
gender ideal over the one she was taught by the Dome. Lyda even 
tells her own mother that she does not need her, since she already 
has mothers (Burn 292). In short, she refuses to become a copy of her 
biological mother; a mother who is even prepared to report Lyda as 
“certifiably crazy” in her role as a medician (Burn 362). Instead, Lyda 
decides to fight to protect her child, whatever it takes.

Lyda’s decision to protect her unborn child is highlighted when 
she discovers that the Dome plans to take her child after the birth 
and keep Lyda in the rehabilitation centre for the rest of her life be-
cause of her alleged “craziness” (Burn 334). Lyda realises that she 



201 ✺

must escape from the Dome and its oppressive institutions, rules, 
hierarchies and ideologies: “This place—it can’t be saved” (Burn 342). 
The mighty adolescent motif is illuminated when she decides to send 
a message to the rebels outside the Dome, saying that it is time for 
a revolution that will destroy the Dome’s protective sphere and rad-
ically challenge the division between the Dome and the survivors 
(Burn 360). Lyda thereby becomes one of Julianna Baggott’s female 
characters who are depicted “as key agents in the resistance of dys-
topian governments and the rebuilding of a new world” (Fritz 17). 

The decision to trigger the revolution is tied to Lyda’s realisation 
that the only way to protect her unborn child is to destroy the Dome’s 
dystopian society and create a new start for her world:

‘I can’t live in here for the rest of my life, Pressia. You have 
to understand. This place has to be stopped.’ […] ‘I was bred 
to be pale [my italics] and weak,’ Lyda says. ‘I was raised to 
be quiet and sweet. I didn’t know what I was capable of. You 
go around thinking that it’s not fair that the wretches have 
to live out there. But I know that it’s not fair that the Pures 
have to live in here—behind glass, batting around in our little 
fake world. If the Dome fell, it would be a mercy—not for the 
wretches, but the Pures.’ (Burn 385) 

Here, the hegemonic domain’s oppressive ideologies are highlighted, 
and Lyda’s rebellion against the Dome is driven by how there is no 
future for her—nor for her child—in the Dome and the strongly divid-
ed world it has established. The word “pale”, which connotes purity, 
is here used in a different sense—as a girl who is taught to follow the 
rules and to accept the status quo without questioning it. After her 
experiences outside the Dome, Lyda will never again be pale in this 
sense. 

The mighty adolescent motif is further foregrounded in a letter 
Lyda sends to Partridge, in which she describes how she can feel her-
self changing in order to “meet some future I can’t imagine, but a future 
that’s coming all the same” (Burn 251). Facing an unknowable future in 
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a successful way is the primary defining characteristic of the mighty 
child, according to Beauvais (Mighty 100–101). The expectant mother 
and her child become a symbol of hope—something that can counter-
act the dystopian reality of her world by being in a state of becoming, 
moving towards a new self that is fundamentally altered by the expe-
rience of being a mother. For Lyda, the experience of being pregnant 
gives her the hope she needs to pursue a better society for her and her 
child. It empowers her and makes her realise that she can influence 
the society she lives in. The child thus becomes a catalyst for Lyda’s 
agency in her dystopian world. 

Even at an early stage of her pregnancy, Lyda realises that she 
is a “pawn” in the political games of the Dome (Fuse 491): “She’s 
not Lyda. She’s the vessel carrying a Willux [Partridge’s last name]” 
(Burn 49). Ultimately, her decision to send the message to the rebels 
is what leads to the destruction of the Dome. Partridge also wants to 
protect their child, but his solution is to keep the Dome intact, since 
he is afraid that he, his wife, Lyda and their child will be the first to 
be killed in an attack on the protective sphere (Burn 438). He decides 
not to follow Lyda outside the Dome when she is rescued by the reb-
els. Instead, he stays with his wife and goes down with the “ship” 
(Burn 449–450). Lyda thereby becomes a single mother and is left on 
her own to fend for and protect her child. 

This conclusion is further emphasised in a short story called Lyda 
(2015), which describes the birth of Lyda and Partridge’s child. Lyda 
is terrified of bringing her child into the world. The mothers tell her 
to raise it far from where the Dome used to be, since people will come 
after Partridge’s child. She has not seen Partridge since the start of 
the revolution, and she wonders if he is dead. Lyda does not expect 
to see him ever again. The story ends when their child comes into the 
world (Baggott, Lyda). Lyda’s situation as a single adolescent mother 
is not improved after the fall of the Dome; instead, she has to run 
away with her child in order to protect it. Her position as a young 
mother, vulnerable due to a society that does not support her, re-
mains, and her child is threatened for being heir to a young man who 
may or may not be dead. Lyda’s fight to protect her child has only 
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just begun on the final page of her story, but the depiction of Lyda 
highlights the vulnerable position of an adolescent mother-to-be in 
a dystopian world that does not ensure the safety of neither adoles-
cents nor children.

*

To summarise, Lyda’s liminal position as an adolescent who is also an 
expectant mother illustrates how a conception of age-related pow-
er structures that focuses solely on age fails to capture how every 
child or adolescent character is positioned by other kinds of power 
structures. In Lyda’s case, the intersection between predominantly 
age, gender, marital status and perceived “craziness” is what invokes 
the controlled adolescent motif. Simultaneously, her initial Pureness 
is considered to be tainted by her interactions with survivors. She 
becomes a mighty adolescent by rebelling against the intersection-
al oppression of the Dome. This fluctuation between controlled and 
mighty underlines how power is context-dependent, demonstrat-
ing the ways in which this fictional universe’s matrix of domination 
threatens a young mother.

Protecting a Magical Child: 
Shari Chopra in the Endgame Trilogy

Whereas Lyda strives to protect her unborn child in a dystopian so-
ciety, in the Endgame trilogy, Shari Chopra must prevent the other 
Players of Endgame from killing her daughter Alice, who is two years 
old at the beginning of the trilogy. Shari’s experience of being an 
adolescent mother differs in significant ways from Lyda’s, primarily 
due to her more privileged intersectional subject position. Shari is 
an able-bodied, upper class, married, Indian woman who has a maid 
and servants. Her family and the rest of her people are prepared to 
sacrifice themselves to protect her and her daughter, and she finds 
mental support during Endgame in the Hindu religion and medita-
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tion (Frey and Johnson-Shelton, Sky 66, 358, 438, 451, 456; Frey and 
Johnson-Shelton, Rules 301). However, both Lyda and Shari have to 
use extreme measures to protect their children from the dystopian 
world they live in. They both rebel against the hegemonic domain’s 
distribution of power by challenging the structural domain’s institu-
tions. 

The Endgame trilogy highlights aetonormative power structures 
when Alice becomes the target of professional adolescent killers. Be-
cause Alice is a young child, she is more vulnerable to the actions 
of the other Players, and her position as someone who is not yet an 
adult, and therefore unable to defend herself, creates a strong incen-
tive for the adolescent mother and the adults who support her to pro-
tect Alice. Hence, the aetonormative conception of children’s needs 
becomes a reason for standing up to distinct threats to the young, 
and Shari’s position as an adolescent mother who is unable to fully 
protect her child is illuminated in the Endgame trilogy.  

In this section, I will first analyse Shari’s intersectional subject 
position and then discuss how her position as an adolescent mother 
affects her approach to Endgame. Finally, I will highlight the ways 
the task of killing a child cause several of the Players to rebel against 
the rules of Endgame and enforce a new, more socially sustainable 
world order that is better for both children and adolescents.  

shari’s intersectional subject position

Shari is one of twelve Endgame Players between the ages of thir-
teen and twenty. Endgame is a competition between twelve different 
bloodlines of people. The goal is to find three different keys: Earth 
Key, Sky Key and Sun Key. The Player who wins by collecting the 
final key will save their people from destruction, while the rest of 
humanity will be killed off. Endgame is instigated by the Makers—
supernatural beings who were once believed to be gods, but who turn 
out to be aliens who want to enslave the human race (Frey and John-
son-Shelton, Calling ix–x, 83, 271). Endgame is thus built upon a sys-
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tem of oppression, in which humans must follow the Makers’ rules or 
die. A hierarchy has been established in the institution of Endgame, 
in which those who are willing and able to kill the rest of the Players 
are positioned at the top. This hierarchy is part of the disciplinary 
domain. In the narrative, its influence over the Players is as follows: 
“Once the game begins, we must deliberate and decipher, move and 
murder. Some of us are less ready than others, and the lesser will be 
the first to die” (Calling ix). 

The Makers’ ability to oppress the Players is based on the hege-
monic knowledge of Endgame they promote, which states that the 
only way to ensure survival for yourself and your people is to kill 
others. This system of oppression affects the Players tremendously, 
as they all risk their lives while playing Endgame. The Makers’ rules 
for Endgame and the system of oppression it entails exist alongside 
the seemingly realistic world in which Endgame takes place. Most 
humans have no knowledge of Endgame or the Makers.

The focalisation varies between the original twelve Players and a 
few other characters at the start of the series. Several of them die, and 
thereby disappear from the narrative at different times in the trilogy, 
but Shari remains one of the focalisers throughout the whole trilogy.

All the Players represent different cultures, have different inter-
sectional subject positions and also view Endgame in distinctly dif-
ferent ways, especially in terms of whether or not they believe that 
it is righteous, or at least morally acceptable, to kill others in order 
to win. Still, everyone except Shari ends up killing at least one per-
son during Endgame. Her status as an adolescent mother and a wife 
is outlined as a reason for trying to avoid killing the other Players 
(Calling 459–461). Unlike Lyda, and also Elin, whose killings will be 
analysed in the next section, motherhood does not function as a cat-
alyst for becoming a killer; instead, motherhood makes Shari want 
to avoid killing as part of Endgame. One pragmatic explanation for 
Shari’s actions is that she would have to kill all the other Players and 
actively seek them out in order to save her daughter, and it is more 
likely that she can protect her daughter by hiding her than by defeat-
ing a group of trained assassins. 
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Although Shari decides to avoid killing in Endgame, she has actu-
ally killed before:

‘[Y]ou said that I am not a natural killer, and I concede that 
I am not. But I have killed, and I will kill again if Endgame 
requires it. But I will not take pleasure in it.’ [---] ‘I will not 
kill a person who is a true human being, do you see? The boy 
I killed was a monster.’ (Sky 65)97 

Thus, Shari is in fact an adolescent killer, but she does not want to 
take part in the killing practice of Endgame unless this is absolutely 
necessary, and unless the target is so amoral that they can no longer 
be considered to be fully human. 

While pacifism and unwillingness to kill can be regarded as tradi-
tional female traits,98 Shari does not fit into the role of a traditional 
female. Her toughness and ability to withstand pain is emphasised 
when another Player captures her and cuts off her left ring finger, 
where she used to wear her wedding ring: “The cut hurts, the stump 
of her finger throbs, but the pain is nothing compared to the pain of 
childbirth. These stupid boys know nothing about pain, she thinks” (Call-
ing 160). This literal amputation of what defines her as the wife of 
her husband does not render her helpless and without the symbolic 
support of a man; instead, her ability to deal with pain and the in-
sight into how women who have given birth have a different scale for 
pain altogether, underline how her female gender in no way makes 
her less powerful than the male Players—quite the opposite. 

In contrast to Lyda, Shari’s pregnancy seems to have been planned 
and was within a marriage, in a culture where the hegemonic domain 
does not define her youth as non-normative for mothers. Therefore, 

97.  Since it is not clarified under what circumstances, or for what reasons, Shari 
became a killer, I have not been able to categorise her killing in Table 2 in the pre-
vious chapter. However, based on this quotation, it seems likely that she either did 
it in self-defence (Category 1) or to protect others she cares about (Category 2). 

98.  In a list of traits that are traditionally viewed as female versus male, Niko-
lajeva lists avoidance of aggression as a stereotypically female trait, while “violent” 
is the adjective used about males in this list (Barnbokens 193).



207 ✺

her youth is not viewed as problematic in relation to her mother-
hood. As a rich woman who is the chosen one, destined to protect her 
people in Endgame, she is much more privileged than Lyda. Lyda’s 
whiteness does not compensate for the oppression directed against 
her, whereas the fact that Shari is a woman of colour seemingly does 
not limit her power as one of the Players (Calling cf. 81). Combined, 
Shari’s marital status, heterosexuality and the fact that she is cisgen-
der all position her as a more normative mother than the unmarried 
Lyda.

Shari decides to play the game differently to all the other Players. 
Instead of hunting the others down and trying to kill them while 
looking for Earth Key, she returns to her home to spend time with 
her family. When she discovers the location of Earth Key, she decides 
to not go after it (Calling 364). She refuses to play by the Makers’ 
rules and thereby challenges the hegemonic domain’s indoctrination, 
which states that the only way to be successful in Endgame is to kill 
your opponents. Shari’s fears for her family’s safety are heightened 
after she dreams about killing both her husband and Alice (Calling 
363–364). After that, she decides to always carry a gun loaded with 
three bullets so, if necessary, she can kill all three of them before the 
other Players catch them (Calling 364; Sky 360). This could be viewed 
as an example of a possible mercy killing, that is Category seven in 
Table 2 in the previous chapter. Later, it is revealed how this dream 
also showed her that Alice is Sky Key and thus a target for all the 
other Players after one of them has found Earth Key. She states that 
her “Endgame is different. They will pursue, search, hunt, and kill. I 
will wait here, with you. And our beautiful girl. Eventually, they will 
have to come to me” (Calling 461). 

In summary, the main goal of Shari’s Endgame is to protect her 
daughter, both from the other Players and from a situation in which 
her only choice is to kill her own daughter in a merciful way, before 
the other Players can hurt and kill her. The obligation to protect your 
child that is associated with parenthood is heightened due to Alice 
being Sky Key. Shari thus follows the pattern defined by Jessica Sey-
mour, in which “[t]he care circle […] is used in contemporary YA dys-
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topia to increase the characters’ desire to protect at all costs” [my italics] 
(638). This pattern not only applies to parents who are protecting 
their children. For example, both Katniss Everdeen in Suzanne Col-
lins’ Hunger Games trilogy and Gaia in O’Brien’s Birthmarked trilogy 
strive to protect their younger sisters from harm. 

At the beginning of the second book in the Endgame trilogy, Sky 
Key, Shari vows to protect her daughter: “‘It’s okay, sweetheart. No 
one is going to hurt you. I will never let anyone hurt you’” (Sky 3). 
Her promise defines the overall narrative of the novel, since all the 
other Players are faced with the task of killing a young girl, and Shari 
must constantly prioritise her daughter’s safety when deciding how 
to play Endgame. However, throughout the novel, her promise be-
comes increasingly hard to keep, since she realises that she may have 
to kill Alice herself (Sky 359). Here, the aetonormative power struc-
tures of Endgame that position a young girl as a victim create an 
extreme situation for Shari, in which the only possible way to protect 
her daughter may be to give her the gift of a swift death. Being the 
chosen one means that Alice has become a pawn in Endgame and 
this, in turn, renders her humanity secondary for the other Players.

Although Shari’s decision to become an adolescent mother as 
such is not questioned by her own people, or seen as deviating from 
the norms, Shari’s status as a mother leads to some of her people 
questioning her suitability to be a Player: “She is too good for death. 
Imagine that! A Player of Endgame. A Player of Endgame who also 
happens to be a mother. Can you believe it? That is what we have 
pinned our hopes to. A spineless quitter” (Sky 60). Here, the concept 
of being a mother, on the one hand, and being a killer, on the other 
hand, are defined as two positions that simply cannot be combined. 
This is due to the hegemonic domain’s construction of Players in 
Endgame as ruthless killers. The expectations tied to being that type 
of killer do not match the expectations tied to being a caring and 
loving mother. However, for Shari, being a mother is what makes 
her rebel against Endgame and its rules: “I will stand for my people. 
I have stood for my people, and chief among all, I will stand for Lit-
tle Alice. [---] They will come for her. We, all of us, every initiated 



209 ✺

member of our line, must protect her” (Sky 65). Motherhood equals 
resistance to the status quo for Shari.

the adolescent mother, shari

Motherhood makes Shari question Endgame more profoundly than 
the other Players. She goes as far as condemning Endgame, which has 
been regarded as the most important rite by her people for genera-
tions, by highlighting the amorality of turning a vulnerable child into 
a political pawn (Sky 66). She thus denounces abusing children for 
the sake of the game, highlighting the extreme abuse of adult power 
of which the Makers are guilty in making Alice Sky Key. For Shari, 
just like Lyda, the regime’s threat to her child becomes a catalyst for 
rebellion against it. In Shari’s case, however, it is mostly her daughter 
who is the victim of aetonormative power abuse, not herself. 

Shari has to deal with the impossible dilemma of whether she 
should kill her daughter in order to save the rest of humanity or keep 
fighting to protect her, because she learns that if Alice is not killed, a 
destructive event called Abaddon will soon affect the Earth. Her peo-
ple tell her they will not sacrifice Alice; instead, they will protect her, 
taking her to an old hiding place in the mountains where they will 
stand united against the other Players (Sky 336, 362–363). Most of the 
other Players, however, aim to save humanity by murdering a child, 
making Shari question whether her decision makes her a bad person 
(cf. Sky 418). As a mother, she is expected to protect her daughter, but 
she wonders if that rule still applies when protecting her child could 
mean that countless other people are killed.

When Shari’s people and Alice are attacked by the other Players, 
Shari seriously considers killing Alice herself, but cannot bring her-
self to do it. Her entire family, including her husband, parents, and 
grandparents, are killed in the effort to protect Alice (Sky 451, 438, 
456, 459). Just like Lyda, protecting her child is Shari’s first priority, 
which is clarified in the following quotation: “I am coming to fight for 
what I love. I am a mother first. My bullets are not for you [Alice]” (Sky 
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443). Consequently, motherhood is her primary defining character-
istic, and the fierceness with which she protects her daughter is rem-
iniscent of the mothers in the Pure trilogy. 

However, Alice disappears when she touches Earth Key, thereby 
narrowly escaping being killed by another Player’s bullet (Rules 8). 
Alice is thus not killed, but Shari can no longer protect her. Shari’s 
attempts to find her daughter are at the centre of the plot in Rules of 
the Game, the final book in the trilogy. Initially, Shari wants revenge 
on the Player Aisling Kopp, Aisling’s people and her helper, who all 
helped kill her family and line. However, she later decides against 
this so they can help her find her daughter instead, while simultane-
ously trying to stop Endgame and Abaddon (Rules 68, 74, 108). 

Shari highlights how the youngest generation will be left to deal 
with the world after the adults’ lives have ended, positioning Alice as 
a mighty child who will inherit the world: 

‘Little Alice is three years old. Every child who survives Abad-
don will inherit this world. But it will be hers.’ She points to 
the sky. ‘Not the Makers’.’ She pats her chest. ‘Not mine.’ She 
points at them [her fellow Players]. ‘Not yours.’ She lets her 
hand fall to her side. ‘If I agree [to cooperate with you], then I 
ask you to help me deliver it to her.’ (Rules 108) 

The mighty child motif underlines how the future generation will 
decide the future, and that Alice has a particular role to play in this 
endeavour, both because she is no ordinary child and because of the 
assaults she has already endured on her freedom. Shari’s speech to 
her fellow Players also positions her as a mighty adolescent rebelling 
against the dystopian aspects of the world she lives in. 

For Shari, being an adolescent mother equals constantly trying 
to protect Alice from both human and supernatural foes, but also 
realising that her dystopian world contains threats from which she 
cannot protect her daughter. The helplessness she feels when one of 
the Players is trying to kill Alice renders her immobile: “Shari can’t 
think she can’t yell she can’t call out she can’t reach she can’t act she 
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can’t feel she has to repress it all she is powerless she is powerless 
she is powerless and she has to embrace the powerlessness” (Rules 
297). Here, stream of consciousness is utilised to further underline 
Shari’s emotional turmoil, which can hardly be translated into ordi-
nary language. This inability to affect her situation positions her as 
a controlled adolescent, unable to protect the one she loves the most 
in the world.  

Throughout Sky Key, the dilemma of whether to kill Alice to save 
the world affects the other Players too. Most of them are willing to 
kill her at the beginning of the novel. Several of them do try to mur-
der her, albeit unsuccessfully (cf. Rules 8). In the end, however, the 
amorality of killing a child is what brings most of them together and 
gives them a reason to rebel against the Makers and the system of op-
pression on which Endgame is based. As Aisling argues, “Who wants 
the right to live on Earth if it’s ugly and dying and full of misery? 
Not me” (Rules 14). Together with two other Players, Aisling decides 
to stop playing Endgame according to the Makers’ rules: “We’ll kill 
Endgame. Together”, the Player Jago Tlaloc exclaims (Rules 15). The 
choice between killing a child or rebelling against the rules of End-
game and the system of oppression it represents is the choice between 
submitting to extreme aetonormative power abuse or challenging it 
in the hope of creating a more socially sustainable future. 

Ultimately, the rebellion against the Makers is successful due to 
collaboration between people from different bloodlines. When one 
of the Makers takes Alice from Jago before he has the chance to kill 
her, Aisling’s grandmother summons the power of the dead and men-
tally transports herself to the place where Alice is kept, enabling an-
other Player to use a magical weapon to kill the Maker (Rules 301, 
305, 307, 310). Alice survives, and her reunion with Shari empha-
sises the strong bond between mother and daughter: “the kissing, 
loving, fawning, pawing, desperately grateful lives of a mother and 
a child, brought together for good and at last” (Rules 314). The re-
bellion against the Makers falsifies the hegemonic domain’s view 
that the only way to survive Endgame is to kill the other Players. It 
ends the long slave-master relationship of the humans and the Mak-
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ers, thereby restructuring the structural domain of the intradiegetic 
world by defeating the institution of Endgame and the oppression 
it legitimises. At the heart of this successful rebellion is the belief 
that aetonormative power abuse against children is so unacceptable 
that even the most hardened and experienced killers renounce it and 
reconcile their differences, thereby foregrounding the mighty adoles-
cent motif. 

The killing of the Maker is the beginning of a new world order. 
Although Abaddon does affect the Earth, fundamentally destroying 
the existing societies, it is depicted as the beginning of a better and 
more collaborative world. The crisis resets the ecosystem to a more 
sustainable state, which makes it possible to start building a more 
sustainably sound world, both in the ecological and the societal sens-
es (Rules 322, 324–325). Shari and Alice live with two other Players, 
and Alice is described as one of the main reasons they have been 
able to become friends (Rules 324). An innocent child, who has been 
rescued from being a target for adults’ power abuse and willingness 
to enslave humanity, thus becomes a catalyst for the healing of the 
world. As a consequence, adult power abuse is strongly criticised and 
Alice is positioned as a true mighty child, able to affect the future and 
bring about a change in the status quo that the adolescents could not 
foresee, but which they support once they realise that killing a child 
can never be the key to saving the world. The Makers’ inexcusable 
power abuse of a young child turns enemies into friends, Players into 
rebels, and this is the sense in which age-related power structures 
define the overall plot of the series. 

*

To summarise, the Endgame trilogy highlights how threats to a child 
can make the mother a determined rebel. Killing a child is seen as so 
unacceptable that people from different backgrounds unite, and in 
this unity they find the strength to overthrow the Makers. All Players 
are forced to take part in Endgame, demonstrating how their youth 
has been taken away from them. Consequently, just like the Hun-
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ger Games trilogy, Endgame pitches children and adolescents against 
each other in a game that is a form of extreme adult power abuse—in 
this case originating from the alien Makers. 

Protecting Your Child in a Dystopian Sweden: 
Elin Holme

In the Blood Rain series, Elin Holme aims to protect her daughter 
from two corrupt regimes in a future Sweden, thereby struggling 
with similar challenges to both Lyda and Shari. However, while both 
Lyda and Shari rebel against the current social order by instigating 
a revolution against the Dome or rewriting the rules of Endgame, 
Elin becomes a young politician in the new regime. Crucially, she de-
cides to become a politician because she wants to protect her young 
daughter Hallgerd, nicknamed Gerda, from retribution for the three 
killings that Elin committed while protecting her family and herself. 
These killings fit in the first and second categories in Table 2 in the 
previous chapter: those who kill in self-defence and those who kill in 
order to protect others. As a politician, Elin must repeatedly justify 
why she, as an adolescent and later a young woman, is suitable to 
be a politician. The liminal position of being an adolescent is high-
lighted throughout the narrative, when Elin has to both protect her 
child from malicious adults and deal with the prejudice about her 
own youth. Aetonormativity is thus underlined via the relationship 
between Elin and her child, as well as the relationship between Elin 
as a young woman and the adult generation. 

In the series, the focalisation varies between several different 
characters. Elin is one of them, and she is the most frequent focaliser. 
In the following section, I will first analyse Elin’s intersectional sub-
ject position, and then move on to an analysis of how she strives to 
protect her daughter from harm in her dystopian society. 
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elin’s intersectional subject position

Elin’s dystopian world is attempting to deal with the consequences 
of environmental destruction, robots replacing the vast majority of 
human workers, gang violence and bleak opportunities to create a 
better future for its citizens and the immigrants from other parts of 
the world, where living conditions are worse than in Sweden. These 
immigrants are generally not allowed to enter Swedish territory or 
become Swedish citizens, and must therefore settle in an area de-
stroyed by nuclear waste (Wahl, Krigarna [The Warriors] 63, 73, 217, 
305–306; Wahl, Lagstiftarna [The Lawmakers] 46). As Åsa Nilsson 
Skåve argues, the adult generation is portrayed as responsible for 
the environmental change (Nilsson Skåve, “Dystopiska” 102–103), 
which causes floods, drought and rainstorms with Saharan sand—the 
“Blood Rains” (Lagstiftarna 433). 

In this future dystopian Sweden, Elin is vulnerable due to her in-
tersectional subject position. At the beginning of the series, which 
starts with Ryttarna [The Riders] (2014), Elin is sixteen years old. 
Sweden is controlled by a dictatorial regime that uses extensive sur-
veillance to control the population. The disciplinary domain controls 
the population, such as by monitoring who people meet and by cen-
soring mass media (Wahl, Ryttarna 82). As most jobs are given to 
robots, unemployment is widespread, leading to meagre financial re-
sources for much of the population, Elin’s family included. The struc-
tural domain also contributes to the control of the population, for 
example by establishing a policy that all school children must take a 
sedative drug. Elin’s parents disagree with this policy, so she has been 
home-schooled (Ryttarna 129). 

In addition to her working-class background and not being as ed-
ucated as most people her age, Elin’s youth positions her as less pow-
erful than adults. Her female gender, however, does not position her 
as less able to protect herself than males. Both Elin and her brother 
are able to defend themselves using weapons, which becomes clear 
when they are attacked due to a family feud and Elin kills a man in 
self-defence (Ryttarna 44–45). This can be regarded as another exam-
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Ryttarna [The Riders] by Swedish author Mats Wahl depicts the protagonist Elin Holme’s 
killing of a man in self-defence when she and her brother are attacked during a family feud.
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ple of killing to protect your care circle (Seymour 638), which is the 
second category of killers that I defined in the previous chapter. As 
Seymour states, contemporary YA dystopian literature establishes a 
distinction between “killing being constructed as occasionally neces-
sary and murder being constructed as unnecessary and self-serving” 
(Ibid.). Although Elin struggles with guilt and keeps asking herself 
whether her deed turns her into a murderer, the media portrays her 
as a hero of the people, able to defend her family and protect both 
herself and her brother (Lagstiftarna 192). This reflects how random 
killings are common in this version of a future dystopian Sweden. 
In a similar vein to Juliette Ferrars in the Shatter Me series, which 
was analysed in the previous chapter, Elin’s use of lethal violence is 
not just accepted, but celebrated within the frame of her dystopian 
world. Contrary to Juliette, Elin is able-bodied both in a physical and 
psychological sense, and thereby privileged. Whereas Juliette’s guilt 
is increased by how the hegemonic domain defines her as an “abom-
ination”, Elin’s actions are supported and lauded by the media, but 
she still feels guilty.

Another power category that is highlighted throughout the nar-
rative is Elin’s sexuality, which is never defined using a specific label, 
but which includes sexual encounters with both men and a woman. 
This Swedish dystopia differs from most Anglo-American dystopias 
in its fluid conception of sexuality which, according to Nilsson Skåve, 
is a key difference between Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian 
literature (“Dystopiska” 106). Elin is cisgender, which means she is 
normative in terms of gender identity. She is white, and, as I argue 
elsewhere, “her white privilege is neither problematized nor criti-
cally highlighted in the series” (Alkestrand, “(De)Stabilizing” 96). 
Instead, “she has the option to stay silent when faced with a racist 
worldview since she herself is not directly affected by it”, especially in 
relation to the immigrants, suffering at the border of Sweden (Ibid.). 
Additionally, Elin is an atheist and strongly suspicious of the Chris-
tian religion embraced by her younger sister.  

To summarise, Elin’s working-class background, her lack of 
thorough schooling and her youth intersect, positioning her as less 
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power ful than adults and people of a different class and education-
al background. Simultaneously, her white skin colour and Swedish 
citizen ship provide her with privileges, such as being able to live 
within the Swedish borders and not being directly affected by the 
immigrants’ tough living conditions. Being female does not lead to 
any apparent disadvantages for her, and nor do her sexual encounters 
with a woman. This suggests that Wahl’s future Sweden is less ho-
mophobic than contemporary Sweden.   

Elin’s intersectional subject position is drastically affected by a 
new political regime, which successfully rebels against the govern-
ment and profoundly re-organises the structural domain. The rebels 
are led by Elin’s aunt, Karin Holme, and create a new regime that ini-
tially seems to be more democratic, but turns out to be just as intent 
on controlling the population as the previous one (Krigarna 362–369; 
Lagstiftarna 341–342), similarly to District 13 and President Coin in 
The Hunger Games trilogy. Elin, who later becomes a politician in 
Karin’s party, is chosen as a member of the parliament. She even-
tually becomes the minister of justice and later the prime minister 
(Wahl, De levande [The Living] 431; Wahl, De älskande [The Loving] 
264–265). The final book in the series, De älskande (2017), portrays 
Elin as a well-established adult politician who no longer believes it 
is possible to create a better society or to improve the destroyed en-
vironment—two political issues she focused on at the beginning of 
her political career. She also describes her younger self as naïve for 
believing in the possibility of creating a better world (De älskande 
192, 264–269), further underlining the existence of prejudices about 
young people and their ambitions within the narrative.

In the series, Elin’s access to power is primarily explored through 
three different subject positions: adolescent single mother, adoles-
cent killer and young politician. Elin becomes a mother after a brief 
but intense love affair with the son of the man she killed in the family 
feud. He is killed almost immediately after their daughter is con-
ceived (Ryttarna 199, 214–216). Elin thereby becomes a single adoles-
cent mother. In addition to the man Elin kills during the family feud, 
she also kills the two leaders of a criminal gang when they attack her 
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family home (Krigarna 306). These killings result from the need to 
protect Elin’s care circle (cf. Seymour 638). An important reason for 
Elin’s decision to become a politician is to protect her daughter from 
retribution from the gang whose leaders she killed; being a politician 
gives Elin profoundly more power in her dystopian world, as well as 
protection by her bodyguards (Lagstiftarna 196–197). These different 
subject positions intersect with each other, and they all shape the 
depiction of Elin’s decisions throughout the Blood Rain series.99 In 
the following, I will focus on Elin’s attempts to raise and protect her 
daughter Hallgerd in a dystopian society, highlighting a number of 
key moments that define the kind of mother Elin is and how she re-
lates to her dystopian world in her mothering endeavours.

the adolescent mother, elin

The first regime in the Blood Rain series is willing to commit child 
abuse in its efforts to control the population and to combat the reb-
els, which forces Elin to take extreme measures to protect her child. 
After Elin’s aunt Karin—the leader of the rebels—has visited her fam-
ily, Elin is terrified that the police will come and interrogate them. In 
an effort to protect her daughter from the police—an institution that 
she does not have faith in, since she knows that many police officers 
are corrupt—she intends to leave her family’s house with her four-
month-old daughter on the evening of Karin’s visit. However, when 
her mother gets very upset and begs Elin not to take Hallgerd away 

99.  For an analysis of how Elin’s position as an adolescent single mother, an 
adolescent killer and a young politician intersect throughout the Blood Rain series, 
see Alkestrand, “Adolescent Killer and Politician: Age-Related Ideologies in the 
Dystopian Future Sweden of Mats Wahl’s Blood Rain Series” (2019). In that ar-
ticle, I use cognitive scripts and intersectionality to explore the interconnections 
between the different subject positions. One of the article’s main arguments is that 
“the relationship of power between adults and adolescents in YA dystopian fiction 
can be reconceptualised when the protagonist is not only an adolescent killer and 
a young politician, but is also an adolescent single mother who lacks the authority 
of being an adult, but who is simultaneously the number one authority for her 
daughter” (Alkestrand, “Adolescent” 210). 
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from her, Elin decides to leave in the morning instead. This turns 
out to be too late. The military arrives before Elin can leave. They 
pressure her to reveal information that an undercover rebel, working 
as a police officer, communicated to her by writing a message on a 
dusty car window, hidden from surveillance cameras (Krigarna 32–
34, 67). Elin’s father Gunnar begs the military to leave them alone: 
“Can’t you please stop tormenting us, Gunnar begs. Elin is barely 
an adult, Lisa [Elin’s sister] is a child and Hallgerd an infant. What 
you’re doing is improper! [my translation]” (Krigarna 67).100 Here, 
the institution of the military is questioned due to its willingness to 
put children and infants in harm’s way. 

Extreme power abuse by an adult institution as regards children 
highlights its amorality, while simultaneously clarifying that the 
Sweden of the Blood Rain series is not safe for the young generation. 
There is no special consideration of the needs of the young. Accord-
ing to aetonormativity, children must be protected from harm. Here, 
instead, the most vulnerable—in this case an infant, utterly unable 
to protect herself—are used as pawns in the political conflicts be-
tween the current regime and the rebels. This is reminiscent of how 
adult power abuse places both Lyda’s unborn child and Shari’s young 
daughter in the middle of the dystopian regime’s power struggles. 

The controlled adolescent motif is highlighted when the military 
injects Elin with a sleeping serum, and Hallgerd is taken from her. 
Both Elin and Hallgerd are taken to a special facility for prisoners, 
but are separated. The interrogators use Hallgerd as leverage in their 
interrogations of Elin: they let her hear Hallgerd but not see her and 
they inject her with drugs before pumping her breast milk for Hall-
gerd (Krigarna 67, 71, 83, 88). Later, they let Elin see Hallgerd on the 
other side of a glass wall, but not touch her: 

The baby’s eyes are closed and Elin weeps. She screams for 
Hallgerd, but the child can’t hear. Elin tries to rip her own 

100.  Swedish quotation: “Kan ni inte sluta plåga oss, ber Gunnar. Elin är 
knappt vuxen, Lisa är ett barn och Gerda ett spädbarn. Det ni gör är otillständigt!”
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arms, which have been attached with wide Velcro tape stripes 
to the wheelchair’s handles, free. She throws herself against 
the wide strap underneath her breasts. The child on the other 
side of the glass lies with her eyes closed, the mouth is so small. 
For a moment, Elin is unable to breathe. The crying is about 
to suffocate her [my translation]. (Krigarna 98)101

This passage underlines both Elin’s helplessness and her futile at-
tempts to protect Hallgerd. She even prays to a god she does not be-
lieve in to protect her daughter (Krigarna 72). In this situation, both 
Elin and Hallgerd are confined, and their freedom and ability to af-
fect their futures are put on hold. They are both utterly controlled by 
the dystopian regime’s disciplinary domain, invoking the controlled 
adolescent and the controlled child motifs. 

Elin unwillingly becomes a pawn in the political conflict between 
the government and the rebels. She is offered the opportunity to re-
turn home, if she helps the government find the rebels. However, she 
is not allowed to take Hallgerd; first, she has to prove that she can 
be trusted. Elin has to face the dilemma of whether she should stay 
in the facility and be close to Hallgerd, but risk Hallgerd being poi-
soned by the drugs they have given to Elin and that Hallgerd absorbs 
via her breast milk, or whether she should leave and try to work from 
the outside to save her daughter. She realises she is totally powerless 
in the facility, whereas she has the possibility to act if she is set free. 
Therefore, “staying is not an option [my translation]” (Krigarna 103, 
105–106; quotation on 106).102 

However, Elin has agreed to help an undercover female rebel send 
a message to the rebels once she is back home, so the rebel ensures 

101.  Swedish quotation: “Barnets ögon är slutna och Elin gråter. Hon ropar på 
Gerda, men barnet kan inte höra. Elin försöker rycka loss armarna, som fjättrats 
med breda kardborrband vid rullstolens handtag. Hon kastar sig fram mot den 
breda remmen under brösten. Barnet på andra sidan glaset ligger med slutna ögon, 
munnen är så liten. En stund blir Elin andlös. Gråten håller på att kväva henne.”

102.  Swedish quotation: “Att stanna är inget alternativ.”
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In Krigarna by Swedish author Mats Wahl, Elin Holme and her daughter are captured 
and tortured by the dystopian regime.
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that Elin leaves with Hallgerd, who is hidden in a bag (Krigarna 
108–109). Just as the government used Hallgerd to torment Elin, the 
rebels also play on Elin’s need to protect her daughter to manipu-
late her and use her for their own ends. Hence, Elin’s position as 
an adolescent mother is used to control her and ensure her loyalty. 
Interpersonal interactions are strongly affected by the oppression of 
the population, primarily through the regime’s and the rebels’ will-
ingness to abuse a child for political purposes. 

The challenges of Elin’s long and dangerous walk home are com-
bined with her worry about how the experience of being confined has 
affected her daughter, thus prolonging the torture associated with 
Elin’s interrogation. Hallgerd’s behaviour has changed since she was 
captured, and Elin fears that she has been permanently damaged by 
the drugs they gave to Elin and the sleeping medication Hallgerd re-
ceived to keep her quiet during their escape. Elin also has nightmares 
after her imprisonment about Hallgerd’s feet having been amputated 
(Krigarna 191, 259), symbolising her daughter’s lack of freedom and 
independence in their dystopian world. The imprisonment and the 
torture clearly affect both mother and daughter after they have left 
the facility, and Elin’s need to protect Hallgerd becomes even more 
pressing. Similarly to Red in Henry’s novel, which was analysed in 
the previous chapter, Elin’s belief in protection by the police and the 
military—institutions that play an important role in disciplining cit-
izens—is gone. Therefore, Elin takes the task of protecting Hallgerd 
into her own hands, without the comfort of being able to rely on 
a safety net provided by societal institutions. Instead, these insti-
tutions contribute to the oppression of an adolescent mother who 
wants to protect her daughter from a dystopian regime.   

The acute need to protect Hallgerd’s life from violent adults is 
actualised again shortly after Elin and Hallgerd have returned home, 
when Elin’s family is attacked by a criminal gang. When the attack-
ers arrive, Elin and Hallgerd are asleep, but Elin wakes up in time 
to see the male leader of the gang attack her father with a knife and 
stab him in his arm. Elin shoots the gang leader, and when his wife 
aims her gun at Elin’s father, Elin shoots her too (Krigarna 305–306). 
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As a result, Elin saves her family, Hallgerd included, through lethal 
force. Elin has troubles reconciling herself with killing three different 
people, but the media portrays her as a hero of the people. Although 
she did feel a need to act to protect herself and the people she loves 
during both attacks, which matches the first and second categories of 
adolescent killers defined in the previous chapter, she keeps asking 
herself whether this makes her actions morally acceptable. Here, the 
media image conflicts with her own ethics, and she is unable to rec-
oncile the two concepts of killer and hero. 

The media is depicted as relatively independent in relationship 
to the regimes, even though it is a tool that the hegemonic domain 
can use to perpetuate oppressive ideologies. It celebrates Elin when 
she kills in self-defence while the old regime is in charge, and also 
celebrates her killing the gang leaders after the second regime has 
gained power. Elin is perceived as connected directly to the people of 
the country— the individuals trying to make a living and survive in a 
harsh reality—which is why her behaviour is depicted as an act of her-
oism. In the media’s rhetoric, she is a counterweight to the political 
leaders and those institutions in society that obstruct human rights.  

Being a killer defines Elin’s self-image to such a great extent that 
she is unable to view herself as a good mother. For example, she 
concludes that she “smell[s] so much of death that no one wants to 
come close to [her], not even Hallgerd [my translation]” (De levande 
420).103 Similarly to Shari, she does not know how to combine being 
a killer and a mother, but where Shari reaches the conclusion that 
her act of killing is defensible, Elin’s guilt stays with her throughout 
the series. Her decision to become a politician in her aunt’s party, 
after they have defeated the government and established a new re-
gime, is tied to her attempts to be a good mother for Hallgerd. As I 
have argued elsewhere, “Elin fears for her and Hallgerd’s lives after 
the manslaughters, and by taking on the role of a politician she can 
protect Hallgerd more efficiently” (Alkestrand, “Adolescent” 221). 

103.  Swedish quotation: “luktar så mycket död att ingen vill komma nära 
[henne], inte ens Hallgerd.”
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This critical need for protection is highlighted when Elin is almost 
killed by a sniper, who is attempting to avenge Elin’s killings of the 
gang leaders. Another woman is killed instead, and Elin feels respon-
sible for her death. Later, Elin is again targeted by the sniper, and 
both the sniper and a bodyguard die in the confrontation (De levande 
406–407). Elin blames herself for the death of her bodyguard, whom 
she had started to view as a friend (Lagstiftarna 487–488, 494; De 
levande 406–407, 421).

Elin’s self-concept contrasts with the media’s support for her ac-
tions. It is also juxtaposed with how she gains a lot of political follow-
ers, many of them girls and young women who want her autograph 
and want to be like her (Lagstiftarna 13, 52–53). Her successful politi-
cal career finally makes her the most powerful individual in Sweden: 
the prime minister. At the beginning of her political career, however, 
she is constantly questioned in her role as a politician, both by party 
members and other people. This is not due to her being a killer, but 
because of her youth, which many people regard as the reason she is 
not competent or experienced enough to represent the people in the 
government (cf. Lagstiftarna 15). 

Aetonormative power structures position Elin as inferior to older 
and more experienced politicians, and this makes it hard for her to 
establish herself as a reliable politician. It also affects her self-esteem. 
For instance, she considers herself to be “[a] murderous fraud who is 
not even liked by her own daughter [my translation]” (Lagstiftarna 
192).104 Here, Elin’s intersectional subject position as a killer, a pol-
itician and an adolescent mother, who is unable to spend as much 
time with her young daughter as she would like due to her press-
ing work schedule (cf. Lagstiftarna 26), are intertwined. According 
to Elin, these intersecting subject positions make her a fraud who, 
due to her lack of ordinary education, does not feel knowledgeable 
enough. Hallgerd is repeatedly upset with and angry at Elin, for ex-
ample when she discovers that her mother has killed people; she pre-
tends to be a wolf and bites her mother (De Levande 171–172). Such 

104.  Swedish quotation: “En mordisk bluff som inte är omtyckt ens av sin egen 
dotter.”
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experiences make Elin regard herself as an unsatisfactory mother.
The relationship between Elin and Hallgerd is strained through-

out Hallgerd’s childhood and adolescence. The final book in the se-
ries reveals that Hallgerd moved away from her mother during her 
adolescence, after discovering that her biological father’s murder was 
sanctioned by Elin’s new partner. At this point, Elin did not know 
that her partner was the one who gave the order to kill Hallgerd’s 
father but, regardless, this leads to mother and daughter not re-es-
tablishing their relationship until Hallgerd has a child of her own 
(De älskande 224, 264). At this point, Elin is an experienced adult 
politician who is about to retire from her political career. Contrary 
to Shari, who is a bit overprotective following the events surrounding 
Alice being Sky Key, but is able to establish a loving relationship with 
her daughter, Elin is not part of Hallgerd’s life after Hallgerd’s early 
adolescence. Thus, she is unable to protect her daughter or control 
her behaviour. She unwillingly becomes an absent mother. The re-
union between mother and daughter in the final book in the series is 
portrayed as a new beginning, but that is where the story ends. 

In contemporary YA dystopian literature, it is rare for the story 
arc to follow the adolescent hero into adulthood. Here, Wahl’s series 
is an exception to the most prevailing narrative pattern, that of end-
ing the story after an adolescent rebellion, perhaps with the addition 
of a brief epilogue like the one in The Hunger Games trilogy, which 
depicts Katniss as an adult mother of two who is raising her children 
with Peeta Mellark (Collins, Mockingjay 454–455).105 

105.  For an analysis of the depiction of Katniss’ mother as well as Katniss’ own 
approach to motherhood, see Berit Åström’s article “Negotiating Motherhood in 
The Hunger Games” (2018). Åström argues that the “novels gesture towards a rec-
ognition of a more complex view of motherhood and mothering, where a mother 
might temporarily abdicate from the maternal role, or re-formulate it according to 
her own needs, and yet not be vilified as a bad mother” (5). She also emphasises 
that Katniss has been “coerced into motherhood” by Peeta (Åström 13). 

Another exception to this overall pattern is Hester Shaw in Reeve’s Mortal Engines 
quartet. There is a narrative gap between Hester finding out that she is pregnant at 
the end of book two, Predator’s Gold, and the daughter’s adolescence in book three, 
Infernal Devices. From book three, the focus is more on the daughter than the moth-
er, with large parts of the narrative being focalised from the daughter’s perspective.   
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*

In summary, Elin’s interactions with the two different regimes in the 
Blood Rain series are affected by her position as an adolescent moth-
er. As I have argued elsewhere, Elin “is constantly navigating in her 
world as an adolescent and as a single mother who is protecting her 
daughter. Her position as a single mother thus shapes her resistance 
to the regimes” (Alkestrand, “Adolescent” 221). At the same time, 
her career choice is affected by her status as a mother, because she 
realises that gaining political power brings benefits like being able to 
hire professional protection for her daughter. By becoming a power-
ful politician, she affects her own class status by gaining access to fi-
nancial resources, as well as a position in society that gives her a lot of 
political power and improves her ability to care for her daughter and 
protect her from the dystopian tendencies of the regime for which 
she is a symbol. In the end, though, it is her choice of a romantic 
partner that is the reason she loses contact with Hallgerd in her ad-
olescence. Thus, political power and opportunities to influence how 
the structural and disciplinary domains are organised do not allow 
her to avoid conflicts with her loved ones. 

A significant difference from both Lyda and Shari’s experience of 
life as adolescent mothers who rebel against oppression in order to 
protect their children, is that Elin works from within the political 
system of the second regime. She thus affects the disciplinary domain 
from within the political institution (Hill Collins 281), instead of 
rebelling against the structural domain via revolution (Hill Collins 
277–278), like Lyda and Shari. 

Elin has a lot more political power than both Lyda and Shari, but 
in her role as a well-established adult politician she seems to have 
accepted the social order as it is. For example, she no longer believes 
that politicians can solve issues of immigration and environmental 
destruction, for instance (De älskande 266–267). In contrast to her 
younger self, who fought hard to establish a political environment 
that is both ecologically and socially sustainable, she has become 
part of the adult generation not just physically, but also due to her 
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attempts to distance herself from a youthful belief in the chance of 
creating a better world. 

Although both Lyda and Shari are portrayed as mighty adoles-
cents who contribute to a major change in the status quo of their 
dystopian worlds, Elin is never portrayed as a mighty adolescent. 
She is indeed powerful within the political system, but she does not 
represent the youth’s ability to use their creativity in establishing a 
new, changed and improved world, as defined by Beauvais (Mighty 
100–101). Instead, she has succumbed to the status quo. As a conse-
quence, the ending of the Blood Rain series is darker than both the 
Pure trilogy and the Endgame trilogy. As Sambell argues, a defining 
characteristic of dystopias for young readers is the seemingly incon-
ceivable combination of the dystopian mode and hope (164). The 
Blood Rain series’ ending does not encompass the same amount of 
hope and, in this sense, it is similar to dystopias for adults, in which 
the hero is often not successful in their quest to improve their society 
(Ibid.). The children and adolescents are not portrayed in the same 
hopeful way as in the Pure and Endgame trilogies—as mighty chil-
dren and adolescents who will potentially save the world. Instead, 
the future is indeed portrayed as dark in the Blood Rain series, since 
aetonormative power structures are confirmed and the adults’ inabil-
ity to improve the world is highlighted.

Ideologies Tied to the Adolescent 
Mother Motif in the Three Series

The depiction of the three adolescent mother characters analysed in 
this chapter share several ideologies associated with age-related pow-
er dynamics, but there are also significant differences. Both the simi-
larities and the differences will be examined in this section. 

One ideology that the three series share is that children need to 
be protected from adult dystopian regimes by adolescent mothers 
and their allies (adolescents and/or adults) because of their vulner-
ability. Lyda’s, Shari’s and Elin’s children are all threatened by their 
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dystopian societies, so their mothers have to stand up for their needs 
and safety. This conception of the need to protect children relies on 
aetonormativity, which positions the young as more vulnerable than 
adults. Whereas heteronormativity and patriarchy are two examples 
of norm systems that position one group (straight people, men) as 
superior to another (gay people, women) solely based on prejudices 
that construct the inferior group as less entitled to power, aetonor-
mativity can function as a force to protect the young from evil. The 
recognition of children and adolescents’ physical, psychological and 
developmental needs can be used as a basis for establishing support 
that helps them develop into adults in a safe environment. However, 
it can also be used to legitimise adult power abuse of children and 
adolescents. In this case, the dystopian regimes disregard the chil-
dren’s needs, making it crucial for the mothers to protect their chil-
dren from a society that supposedly exists to support its population, 
but which repeatedly puts children in harm’s way instead.   

This overarching ideology can be concretised by a different ide-
ology, which highlights the role of society’s institutions: Children 
need to be protected from the oppressive institutions of dystopian 
regimes, since these institutions cannot be trusted to consider the 
needs of children. Lyda’s rehabilitation centre, Endgame—which 
functions as an institution of its own—and the police and military in 
Elin’s dystopian Sweden all ignore the need to protect children that 
is at the heart of the rhetoric of aetonormativity. The lack of safety 
and support for children and adolescents underlines the dystopian 
qualities of the three series, since the abuse committed by adult insti-
tutions demonstrates that even the most defenceless are at risk of be-
coming involved in the dystopian regimes’ power struggles. Conse-
quently, the three series promote an ideology about how the younger 
generation needs a safer society than the current one. All the series 
highlight the need for both improved social and ecological sustain-
ability, with a particular focus on the importance of recognising the 
specific needs of children and adolescents and their right to a safe and 
nurturing future. 

All series further underline an ideology that states that being an 
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adolescent mother entails being prepared to risk—and even sacri-
fice—your own life for your child. As Lyda puts it, a mother should be 
“fiercely loving”, which pinpoints the potentially productive poten-
tial of aetonormativity, through its need to protect the young from 
harm. Because Lyda, Shari and Elin all live in dystopian worlds, with 
frequent killings and extreme threats to the population, living up 
to this role model means going to extremes to protect your child. 
Instigating a revolution, like Lyda, defeating and rewriting the rules 
of the institution of Endgame, like Shari, and making deals with 
both the government and the rebels, plus killing people that threaten 
your family, like Elin, are examples of how aetonormativity’s rheto-
ric about the need to protect the young can turn adolescent mothers 
into heroes (and killers). 

However, the different series provide different options for how 
the mothers should act in relation to their dystopian societies. The 
fates of Lyda and Shari communicate an ideology about how the ad-
olescent mother has to rebel against the adult-led dystopian society 
to protect her child from harm and create a better society for her 
child. For these characters, motherhood is a strong incentive for re-
bellion. Both characters’ rebellions are examples of righteous rebellions, 
since they 1) aim to overthrow power-abusing adults and adult insti-
tutions, and 2) lead to a major change in the status quo (Alkestrand, 
“Righteous” 109, 114). Elin’s aim to change her dystopian society by 
becoming a politician communicates a different ideology, one about 
how the adolescent mother needs to gain political power within the 
current political system to protect her child from harm and create a 
better society for her child. This is the main difference between the 
Pure trilogy and the Endgame trilogy’s ideological approach, on the 
one hand, and that of the Blood Rain series on the other. The for-
mer two promote youth rebellions as the only way to make society 
less dystopian, whereas the latter highlights the potential of working 
from within the system to change the politics of a country. 

Nevertheless, the depiction of the older Elin, who has given up 
her belief in creating a more ecologically and socially sustainable 
world, challenges the ideology of the former books by depicting an 
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ideology about how politicians are unable to deal with political and 
environmental challenges. Although Elin’s strategy to gain power by 
becoming a politician is successful in terms of her access to power 
in her dystopian world, the Blood Rain series does not present it as 
a solution to the overall problems of her world. The two ideologies 
are contrasted and associated with how the young Elin believes in 
the former and the older Elin distances herself from her youthful 
hopes by subscribing to the latter. Also, the narrative foregrounds the 
struggle of combining a political career with motherhood, which il-
lustrates how political power does not equal a successful relationship 
with your child. 

The depictions of Lyda and Shari communicate an ideology that 
it is amoral and unacceptable to turn an innocent child into a pawn 
in a political conflict. While Lyda’s unborn child is the heir of the 
new Dome leader, Partridge, and therefore at risk of capture once it 
is born, Shari’s Alice is literally a key in Endgame, which places her 
in danger of being killed by the other Players and the Makers. Lyda’s 
child risks being the victim of child abuse, whereas Alice is already a 
victim of vicious adults. 

Similarly, the Blood Rain series incorporates the ideology that adult 
power abuse of children is amoral and unacceptable, when Elin’s fa-
ther begs the military to not use violence on children and adoles-
cents. The military’s disregard for the need to protect the young and 
the abuse they commit against Hallgerd when she is kept away from 
her mother during their imprisonment both clash with the ideology 
of needing to protect children from the dystopian society. The two 
ideologies about power abuse critique how adults abuse the power 
that they have over children, but all the series argue for the need to 
protect children in a way that ultimately supports the unequal distri-
bution of power. Thus, the three series’ age-related power ideologies 
centre on the need to protect children without abusing the power 
privileges connected to motherhood. 

Furthermore, the depictions of Lyda and Elin underline an ideol-
ogy about how single motherhood puts extra pressure on the adoles-
cent mother to protect her child from harm in a dystopian society. 



231 ✺

This is a particularly pressing concern for Lyda, who lives in a society 
that regards adolescent, unmarried mothers as an abomination. The 
Dome society’s dystopian version of aetonormativity, where girls are 
“protected” from knowledge about reproduction, does not stop it 
from punishing Lyda for not having had access to that knowledge. The 
adults’ gender-based censoring of information about sex is thus cri-
tiqued through the Pure trilogy’s depiction of the treatment of Lyda.  

Finally, the depictions of both Shari and Elin communicate an 
ideology about how it can be necessary to use lethal force to prevent 
your child from being killed in a dystopian world. Shari’s family and 
people sacrifice themselves to save Alice from the other Players when 
they are attacked, and Elin kills the two gang leaders when her fam-
ily—including her sleeping daughter—is physically attacked. The two 
mothers’ actions can be tied to them being fiercely loving mothers 
who are prepared to do anything for their child. Whereas Shari does 
not regret encouraging her family and people to kill the other Players 
and their helpers during the attack, Elin considers her status as an ad-
olescent killer as a reason why she and Hallgerd cannot establish the 
type of loving relationship that she longs for. Thus, in the Blood Rain 
series, the ideology about the need for lethal violence to defend your 
child is contrasted with the ideology that being a killer makes you 
unfit to be a mother. While the media strongly supports the former 
ideology, Elin questions the righteousness of her own actions. These 
two conflicting ideologies are not resolved within the narrative. In-
stead, readers are prompted to take a stand on Elin’s killings. Con-
trarily, Shari’s relatives believe that being a mother makes her unfit to 
become a killer. Both these standpoints underscore how the two roles 
are viewed as contradictory and therefore impossible to combine.   

*

To sum up, all three series support a mothering ideal that includes 
protecting your child, whatever it takes. They highlight the more 
productive aspect of aetonormativity, which consists of a strong im-
perative to protect children from harm and to consider how they 
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may need specific types of age-appropriate support and protection. 
Simultaneously, they take a clear stand against adults who abuse the 
unequal distribution of power according to age, and who use that 
power advantage to manipulate others’ behaviour, most specifically 
the adolescent mothers themselves. Whereas Lyda and Shari are de-
picted as mighty adolescents who rebel against the dystopian regimes, 
Elin gains power within the system in her role as a politician, but she 
ultimately fails to combat the issues connected to creating a socially 
and ecologically sustainable world. In all three series, aetonormativ-
ity is highlighted both as a productive force that can ensure the pro-
tection of children’s specific needs and as something that can easily 
become abusive when adolescent mothers and their children are used 
for political means. Thus, they all nuance Nikolajeva’s conception of 
aetonormativity as a negative force (cf. “Theory” 16). Adult power is 
a privilege that can be used to genuinely protect children and adoles-
cents and to oppress the young. 

Conclusion
The constant flux between empowerment in the role of a young 
mother and the incentive that it provides to resist an oppressive dys-
topian society, on the one hand, and being controlled, abused and 
hurt by the dystopian society in the role of an adolescent mother, on 
the other hand, illustrates how the motif of the adolescent mother 
complicates the binary of children and adolescents versus adults. The 
adolescent mother occupies a liminal position as both the mother of 
a child and as someone’s child, while being oppressed by a dystopi-
an and aetonormative society. The ways that the adolescent mother 
motif is used in my corpus of Anglophone and Swedish YA dystopian 
literature illustrates how neither the conception of the controlled 
child/adolescent, based on Nikolajeva’s theory of aetonormativi-
ty, nor the notion of the mighty child, based on Beauvais book The 
Mighty Child (2015), captures age-related power hierarchies linked 
to the motif of the adolescent mother in YA dystopian literature. 
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Instead of taking sides and proclaiming that young characters in 
children’s and/or YA fiction are either less powerful or more mighty 
than the adult characters, I argue that an intersectional approach 
to each text’s own matrix of domination is necessary. Highlighting 
intersections between different power categories and clarifying how 
they affect an adolescent mother makes it possible to diversify and 
problematise who has access to power in each dystopian society. 

All three examples show that the young are indeed vulnerable to 
adult power abuse, but they also underline that the young mothers 
have an excellent reason to stand up against oppression: the hope of  
a better future for their children. They are all prepared to do what-
ever it takes to protect their child, including using lethal force. This 
hope for a new beginning is what makes them rebel or work for a 
change from within the political system. 

A possible explanation for the different approaches to political 
change in the two American series, on the one hand, and the Swedish 
series, on the other, is that the relationship between the individu-
al and the state is constructed differently in the two countries. For 
example, in Sweden, healthcare and education are free and the pro-
vision of social security for citizens is a political priority. In the US, 
healthcare and education are expensive, thereby becoming a privi-
lege that is tied to income and social class in a more explicit sense 
than in Sweden. Therefore, the perceived relationship between the 
state and the citizen in Sweden can be more justifiably described as a 
collaboration than in some other countries. This can be seen in how 
the Swedish authorities have primarily used recommendations on so-
cial distancing during the coronavirus pandemic (2020–) instead of 
lockdowns and punishments, for instance. My intention here is not 
to take sides, but rather to highlight how Elin working within the po-
litical system instead of against it may potentially be a consequence of 
how the state and its relationship to the individual is conceptualised 
differently in Sweden than in the US.106

106.  For an American YA dystopian text that explores the possibilities of work-
ing for political change within the system, but where the adolescents eventually re-
alise that the system is so flawed that the only available option for actual change is 
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Addressing the motif of the adolescent killer and the adolescent 
mother is complex in a classroom context. The two chapters on the 
different motifs have delved into the fictional worlds in the textu-
al examples and summarised the ideologies communicated by the 
different books. However, the question of how to work with these 
books in the classroom to highlight their ideologies and thus sup-
port the realisation of the educational potential they hold, remains 
unanswered. In the following chapter, I will use previous research 
on educational aspects of YA dystopian literature, as well as critical 
literacy, Martha C. Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination and 
Judith A. Langer’s concept of envisionment building as inspiration for 
examples of hands-on learning activities tied to my six case studies of 
adolescent killers and adolescent mothers.

to rebel, see the final book in Alexandra Bracken’s The Darkest Minds series (2012–
2018), The Darkest Legacy (2018). In future research, a comparison between how this 
series and the Blood Rain series conceives the relationship between the adolescent 
protagonists and the dystopian state would be a valuable addition to the discussion 
of differences between American and Swedish YA dystopian literature. 
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adolescent killers and mothers 
in the curriculum: 

classroom exploration of 
adult oppression of the Young 

using Young adult dYstopian 
literature

In the previous two chapters, I analysed six YA dystopian texts in detail, 
focusing on the portrayal of adolescent killers and adolescent mothers 
and how these motifs highlight age-related power structures via dif-
ferent ideologies. Both motifs communicate controversial questions 
about young people’s ways of living, such as: “Can it ever be consid-
ered as righteous for a young person to take someone else’s life?” and 
“To what extent and through which means can an adolescent mother 
protect her child from harm?”.  These questions become even more 
pressing when the books are read and discussed within an educational 
context, in which teachers have to adapt to the demands of the nation-
al curriculum and the level of the students. If the teacher also wants 
to conduct teaching that helps students develop their understanding 
of democratic values and human rights, which are central to becom-
ing a critically aware member of society, this challenge is even greater. 

The text analyses conducted this far have underlined how YA dys-
topian literature uses the motifs of the adolescent killer and the ado-
lescent mother to interrogate how the power category of age is often 
used to legitimise restrictions on children and adolescents’ agency 
and their ability to make life decisions in non-fictional societies. This 
interrogation uses hyperbole to showcase how society’s aetonor-
mative power structures allow real and fictional adults to use and 
abuse the power that adulthood bestows upon them, often without 
their actions being viewed as power abuse by other adults. Since YA 
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dystopian literature exaggerates these power structures, it can help 
students—and their teachers—understand how aetonormativity func-
tions and make them better prepared to both identify and protest 
against adult power abuse. Hence, a teaching plan that focuses on 
one or both of these motifs in YA dystopian literature can provide 
the students with opportunities to navigate their society in a more 
active and aware way. Using this approach, the genre’s potential for 
education about age-related power structures can be activated in the 
classroom.

In this chapter, I redirect the focus of my investigation from the 
texts themselves and the ideologies of oppression of the young that 
they depict, to how the texts can be used in a classroom setting. Thus, 
instead of exploring a text’s educational potential via its age-related 
power ideologies, I suggest ways of supporting the actualisation of 
this potential in the classroom. 

The aim of this chapter is 1) to present previous research about 
teaching YA dystopian literature, 2) to apply a selection of educa-
tional tools and theories to the genre, and 3) to use these theories 
and previous research to construct teaching plans for teachers work-
ing with the six YA dystopian texts from my case studies, activat-
ing their educational potential vis-à-vis age-related and other power 
structures. The works of YA dystopian literature are: American au-
thor Christina Henry’s The Girl in Red (2019), Iranian-American au-
thor Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter Me series (2011–2019), American author 
Neal Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe trilogy (2016–2019), American au-
thor Julianna Baggott’s Pure trilogy (2012–2014), American authors 
James Frey and Nils Johnson-Shelton’s Endgame trilogy (2014–2016) 
and Swedish author Mats Wahl’s Blodregn [Blood Rain] series (2014–
2017). I have used three guiding principles for the teaching plans: 1) 
promoting knowledge about the genre of YA dystopian literature, 2) 
addressing ethical issues relevant to different power categories, fo-
cusing on the power category of age, and 3) supporting the students’ 
ability to analyse literary fiction, emphasising power-related perspec-
tives. Combined, these aspects can help realise the educational po-
tential of these YA dystopian texts in a classroom setting. 
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My suggested teaching plans in this chapter strive to encom-
pass aspects of literary fiction and of societal concepts. This can be 
achieved by contrasting general discussions about non-fictional so-
cieties with the text and by telling the students to return to the text 
and find concrete examples of the aspect they want to highlight. 

Background and Chapter Structure
All teachers have their own toolbox for teaching, containing meth-
ods, theories and approaches that they use to optimise their teaching 
plans and adapt them to the students’ previous knowledge, abilities 
and learning challenges. Usually, this toolbox is a result of both theo-
retical insights and hands-on experience in the classroom. In my case, 
this toolbox has developed over the course of my teaching career. Ini-
tially, I did my teacher training in Swedish (which combines knowl-
edge of literary fiction and the Swedish language) and history for 
secondary school and upper secondary school. I then taught Swedish 
and English at an elementary school for a semester. Since then, I have 
taught literature to university students, specialising in children’s and 
YA literature. My students are from Sweden and abroad, and I have 
continually taught trainee teachers who will work in Swedish ele-
mentary schools. Gradually, some tools in my teaching toolbox have 
been replaced by new ones, because some tools are better suited than 
others to my personal teaching style, my current student body and 
the Swedish context. 

My overall approach to learning is sociocultural. The concept of 
the zone of proximal development (ZPD)—coined by Russian psy-
chologist Lev Vygotsky—has been a guiding principle throughout my 
teaching career. The ZPD denotes the next stage of development for 
a learner. This zone cannot be reached if the learner works on their 
own, but with the social support of peers and/or a teacher, known as 
scaffolding107, they are able to progress in their learning and reach this 

107.  Scaffolding consists of different types of support for the students’ learning 
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new and more advanced step (Wilhelm and Smith, “The Power” 56; 
Elmgren and Henriksson 37–39). The ZPD has been fundamental 
to my teaching practice, as I am convinced that a sociocultural per-
spective on learning helps teachers understand the importance of the 
interaction between the individual student, the teacher and the other 
students in an individual’s learning process. From my perspective, 
a vital aspect of helping students reach the ZPD is providing them 
with continuous and constructive feedback throughout the teaching 
process.108

In this chapter, I apply my teaching toolbox, which includes a so-
ciocultural perspective on learning, to the YA dystopian literature 
in this study. I combine it with insights from the text analyses I con-
ducted in the previous chapters to develop the suggested teaching 
plans. These plans can be used in their entirety, but it is also possible 
to pick one or two tasks. Teachers can modify these teaching plans, 
using tools in their own toolbox, and taking their students’ needs 
and previous experiences into consideration. This is especially im-
portant if any of the students have traumatic experiences of a spe-
cific type of oppression, which could be triggered by the suggested 
teaching plans. I want to emphasise that it is possible to use the same 
or similar tasks for other YA dystopian works, and that some of the 
more general teaching ideas can also be used when working with oth-
er types of literary fiction. 

The chapter begins with an overview of previous education re-
search about YA dystopian literature. The aim of this section is to 
identify previously used focus areas and methods. Additionally, writ-
ing this overview has helped me expand my teaching toolbox by pro-
viding inspiration for the suggested plans. 

This overview is followed by a clarification of my theoretical 
framework for the teaching plans, which includes critical literacy, 
Martha C. Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination and Judith A. 
Langer’s five stances of envisionment building. While both Nussbaum 

development. See Laurillard 127–129 for various types of scaffolding.
108.  Cf. David Nicol’s discussion of the crucial importance of teacher feedback 

in the students’ learning development (109).
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and Langer are well-known theorists in the field of literary educa-
tion, their theories have not—to the best of my knowledge—been ap-
plied to teaching YA dystopian literature before.109 Both Nussbaum 
and Langer emphasise the importance of literary fiction in the pro-
cess of supporting student development towards becoming an active, 
democratic citizen, because literary fiction can help readers learn 
about ethics and society. Consequently, they highlight the benefits 
of using literature to discuss social justice issues. Langer is more con-
crete in how to support and scaffold the imagination of the students 
than Nussbaum is in her reasoning about the narrative imagination. 
Therefore, combining the two is beneficial when designing classroom 
approaches. There is a clear connection between these two theorists 
and critical literacy’s aim of supporting students as they develop their 
ability to critically examine ideologies and power-relationships in 
texts and in non-fictional societies. 

The theory section is followed by six practical examples of how 
to work with the selected dystopian literature in the classroom, in 
which I incorporate strategies identified by my theorists. The first 
three designs focus on the adolescent killer motif, and the last three 
on the adolescent mother motif. I summarise the age-related ideol-
ogies that were identified in the previous chapters in two tables, to 
remind readers of these. These ideologies function as stepping-stones 
for my suggested teaching plans, which aim to support students in 
actualising the educational potential of the novels regarding oppres-
sion, especially age-related oppression. 

109.  In an article about Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy (2008–2010), 
Anders Öhman devotes a lot of effort to explaining why Langer’s concept of envi-
sionment building is incorrect, or at least needs some adjustment, because he does 
not believe it is possible to evaluate and interpret a work of literary fiction at a pro-
found level before a reader has experienced the whole “utterance”, in this case the 
whole novel. Öhman thus relates Langer to a work of YA dystopian literature, but 
does so in a negative sense, arguing that his approach to the text, which focuses on 
plot summaries for example, is more relevant than Langer’s (74, 77–78). Surpris-
ingly, he only addresses the first novel in the trilogy, despite his overall argument 
relating to the importance of experiencing the whole plot. In my suggested teach-
ing plans, I will showcase how Langer’s approach can be fruitful when working 
with YA dystopian literature in the classroom.
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The chapter ends with concluding remarks about the teaching 
plans. 

Young Adult Dystopian Literature in Education: 
An Overview of Previous Research

An overarching trend in previous research on didacticism and edu-
cational approaches to YA dystopian literature is the publication of 
articles. Consequently, scholars have limited space to develop their 
teaching plans and their theoretical foundation. Therefore—as this 
overview of previous research will show—many of the contributions 
can only skim over the potential applications of a specific work of YA 
dystopian literature in a classroom context. They tend to focus on the 
theoretical foundations, or the dystopia itself, or the practical class-
room applications. Using this insight, I argue that it is important to 
move beyond these brief studies and their important groundwork, 
and to start conducting more thorough studies of the educational po-
tential and application of YA dystopian literature in the classroom. 
The monograph format is preferable for this, as it allows detailed 
attention to be paid to all three above-mentioned aspects. My study 
attempts to combine all three focus areas and it builds on previous 
research, providing both more depth and more breadth.  

In this section, I present an overview of the research conducted 
this far. One aim has been to find inspiration for my suggested teach-
ing plans which can be combined with my theoretical framework. 
The overview should also provide readers with a sense of what has 
been done so far and potential areas of development, such as the pref-
erence for writing articles instead of monographs. 

The overview is divided into three parts: studies that focus on 
the didacticism and/or educational aspects of the YA dystopian texts 
themselves; studies that suggest teaching plans for different dysto-
pian works; and studies that focus specifically on how teachers can 
use Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games trilogy (2008–2010) in the class-
room.
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didacticism and educational aspects 
of Young adult dYstopian literature

Several scholars have devoted their research to the role of didacticism 
in YA dystopian literature or touched upon educational aspects of 
the texts in other ways. This overview presents various focuses for 
this research.

Dystopias for Different Age Groups

One important area of research is the difference between dystopian 
literature for young adults and that for an adult audience. Kay Sam-
bell highlights two main differences:

Whereas the ‘adult’ dystopia’s didactic impact relies on the ab-
solute, unswerving nature of its dire warning, the expression 
of moral meaning in the children’s dystopia is often character-
ized by degrees of hesitation, oscillation, and ambiguity. In the 
adult dystopian vision, morally appealing heroes are unequiv-
ocally shown to fail. [---] By presenting child protagonists as 
agents of moral transformation within the text, or at least by 
hesitating to depict the extinction of such hope in the narra-
tive resolution to their stories, children’s authors risk fractur-
ing or undermining the imaginative and ideological coherence 
of their admonitory fictional worlds. (164)

Dystopias for children and adolescents, on the one hand, and dys-
topias for adults, on the other, thus differ in two ways, according to 
Sambell: the extent to which the dystopia functions as a warning and 
the role of the heroes in the narrative.

Sambell extends this argument by identifying differences between 
the endings; dystopian literature for young readers generally has a 
more ambiguous ending, which suggests that things may work out 
for the young character, compared to the pitch-black endings in adult 
dystopian literature (172). This ambiguity invites young readers to 
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critically reflect on the ending, which Sambell views as a new ap-
proach to didacticism, one that aims to support active reflection in-
stead of a more traditional type of didacticism, which uses explicit 
lessons in its communication with readers (173). Sambell suggests 
that there are two different functions or purposes in dystopian fu-
turistic fiction for young readers: to warn the young about how 
trends in current society will have disastrous consequences, and “to 
counsel hope and present the case for urgent social change” (163). 
To summarise, this type of fiction aims to underline the severity of 
the threats, but also to give young readers hope that it is possible to 
change the world for the better. 

In a similar vein, Thomas J. Morrisey argues that works of YA dys-
topian literature can be viewed as parables for contemporary society, 
since they are “imaginative and encouraging explorations that offer 
ethical pathways to better futures than current behavioral paradigms 
are likely to produce” (189). According to Morrisey, the purpose of 
YA dystopian literature can be described as “showing us the worst so 
that we can learn to build the better” (194), which has the inherently 
educational purpose of showing readers what to avoid. It also incor-
porates hope in the potential to create a new and better world, corre-
sponding to Sambell’s description of the characteristics of dystopian 
literature for young readers.

The Didacticism of Young Adult Dystopian Literature

A research area that is closely related to the defining characteristics 
of dystopian literature for a young audience, which both Sambell and 
Morrisey touch upon, is that of the didacticism present in this kind 
of fiction. According to Balaka Basu, Katherine R. Broad and Car-
rie Hintz, YA dystopian literature balances between teaching readers 
about problems in the contemporary world and creating opportu-
nities to escape reality by reading about a fictional world (5). They 
describe the didacticism of the genre as “blatant” and argue that YA 
dystopian literature gives its readers clear answers and moral messag-
es (Ibid.). They thus have a very different perception of this didac-
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ticism to Sambell. Whereas Sambell views it as an opportunity for 
young readers to critically reflect on the ending, for example, Basu 
et al. argue that the didacticism is overt and does not invite multi-
ple interpretations. One explanation for their differing standpoints 
could be that they have investigated different corpuses, which utilise 
different types of didacticism.

The topic of political activism is also addressed by Basu, Broad 
and Hintz. They argue that although YA dystopian literature por-
trays adolescents as “budding political activists”, they simultaneously 
support the disruption of the status quo, which they suggest has a 
special appeal for adolescents (Ibid.). Here, the scholars highlight the 
interplay between working for a regime as a politician or a political 
symbol and challenging that regime’s aims. This interplay is pres-
ent in Wahl’s protagonist Elin Holme, for example, who is analysed 
in the chapter about adolescent mothers. On the one hand, young 
characters often strive to work within the field of politics, but on the 
other, they are repeatedly confronted with the importance of chal-
lenging the status quo through political rebellion.

Another study that addresses the topic of didacticism is Sara Bug-
gy’s doctoral thesis. Buggy is using a Foucauldian approach to explore 
the disciplining of the body in YA dystopian literature. Throughout 
her study, she repeatedly touches on the educational aspects of this 
type of literature. For example, she argues that Scott Westerfeld’s Ug-
lies series (2005–2007)—a series included in my corpus—illuminates 
issues in the contemporary world through a clear critique of the so-
ciety in which protagonist Tally Youngblood lives, and that Veronica 
Roth’s description of her protagonist Tris Prior’s decision to have sex 
for the first time in the Divergent trilogy (2011–2013) is didactic in its 
clarification of how it should be considered carefully (Buggy 110–111, 
196). Buggy suggests that “YA dystopia authors often lack faith in 
their readers, deeming it necessary to teach them explicit lessons”, 
while adult science fiction also includes a didactic aspect, but does 
so implicitly rather than explicitly (289). Her view is thus in line 
with Basu, Broad and Hintz’s, but differs from Sambell’s. Apparently, 
there is no consensus on this topic in previous research. 
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The Potential of Young Adult Dystopian Literature 
to Problematise Different Issues in Real Life

Apart from the above considerations of the genre’s overall didacti-
cism, several studies focus on the genre’s ambition and/or potential 
to problematise a specific issue in the real world. For example, in 
her Canadian study, Elizabeth Marshall argues that YA dystopian 
literature with a focus on schooling, for example Joelle Charbon-
neau’s The Testing (2013), can highlight “how classrooms are spaces 
of surveillance, conformity, official knowledge, and discipline” (191) 
for university students. In her teaching approach, Marshall’s focus 
includes providing genre knowledge about dystopian literature and 
letting students decide whether or not they agree with YA dystopian 
authors’ explanations about why the genre is so popular with ado-
lescents by choosing a corner of the room depending on their level 
of agreement (192).110 She uses discussion questions such as “What 
is the school’s relation to the dystopian society?” (Marshall 197). In 
this way, she underlines YA dystopian literature’s  potential for inter-
rogating power aspects of schooling in non-fictional societies.

Similarly, Jonathan Alexander and Rebecca Black focus on the 
motif of educational testing in YA dystopian literature. They explore 
“how testing and its repercussions are represented in these novels, 
and what such might say about the contemporary cultural value 
placed on testing” (Alexander and Black 209). Thus, Alexander and 
Black relate depictions of education to a real-life context.

Continuing this theme, Nicole Du Plessis investigates the role of 
literacy in The Hunger Games trilogy. She argues that literacy is taken 
for granted in the series, that it is not threatened or restricted as it is 
in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1986), for example, in which wom-
en are forbidden to write and read. Still, the book created by Katniss 
and Peeta after the rebellion against the oppressive regimes becomes 

110.  When using exercises in which students must state an opinion, my expe-
rience is that thorough follow-up discussion is crucial. Otherwise, there is a risk 
that the exercise triggers conflict between the students. Since these exercises can 
potentially touch on sensitive topics, the students may need support to process the 
exercise. 
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a powerful tool for remembering the Tributes and the sacrifices made 
to create a better, more just and democratic world. It also becomes a 
survival tool, because it helps both Katniss and Peeta to deal with the 
trauma they have experienced (Du Plessis 102, 107, 113). 

Some studies highlight how YA dystopian literature can be used 
as a tool to investigate sustainability issues. Åsa Nilsson Skåve’s ana-
lysis of ecocritical aspects in Swedish author Stefan Casta’s Den gröna 
cirkeln [The Green Circle] (2011) and Under tiden [Below the Time] 
(2012) demonstrates how this literary genre can be used to highlight 
environmental issues. Nilsson Skåve argues that “[t]he optimistic 
and didactic ambition in this kind of dystopian stories is often aimed 
at creating an engagement for environmental issues and a sustainable 
future among young people” (“När” 1). Thus, she underlines how 
a call for direct action is embedded in the genre. In this sense, she 
touches on political activism as a potential result of the reading act, 
which is reminiscent of Basu et al.’s approach. 

In a similar vein, I explore sustainability issues and power abuse 
in an article on the Swedish translation of Austrian author Ursula 
Poznanski’s Die Eleria Trilogie [the Eleria trilogy] (originally pub-
lished in German 2012–2014; not translated into English), relating 
these focus areas to YA dystopian literature’s educational potential. 
I argue that this trilogy—as well as YA dystopian literature in gener-
al—offers many opportunities for highlighting three types of sustain-
ability in Swedish elementary and secondary schools: ecological, eco-
nomic and social sustainability (Alkestrand, “Bristande” 165–167). 
The environment and sustainability are topics that all teachers in 
Sweden must cover, regardless of which subject they teach. 

Within the framework of social sustainability, I explore multicul-
turalism and the power relationships between adolescents and adults 
in the Eleria trilogy, and how the depiction of these issues can help 
highlight the fundamental values in the Swedish curriculum in the 
classroom (Alkestrand, “Bristande” 165–167). I thus investigate cer-
tain aspects of the genre’s educational potential that I also explore in 
this monograph. I suggest comparing the protagonist Eleria’s non-vi-
olent rebellion against an oppressive dystopian regime with Swedish 
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environment activist Greta Thunberg’s school strike for the climate 
in a classroom setting, to support reflection on how young people 
can work for a better world through political activism (Alkestrand, 
“Bristande” 183).

Social sustainability, specifically the relationship between the in-
dividual and the collective in Roth’s Divergent trilogy and its film ad-
aptations—another YA dystopian text included in my text corpus—is 
explored in relationship to classroom practices by Maria Nilson and 
Linda Piltz. They show how the movie version of the character called 
Tris achieves much more on her own, in terms of saving the world, 
than the version of the character found in the novels. This illustrates 
the different relationships between the individual and the collective 
in the two media formats (Nilson and Piltz 152–153). The authors 
suggest approaching the trilogy through the lens of critical literacy. 
The overarching aim of this approach is to identify and interrogate 
ideologies and power relationships in non-fictional societies through 
textual analysis that focuses on whose opinions are voiced in literary 
fiction, for instance (Nilson and Piltz 156–157). I will return to criti-
cal literacy in the next section of this chapter. 

The importance of food in relationship to sustainability issues, 
and how this can be addressed in the classroom using children’s and 
YA literature, is explored in an article by Corina Löwe. Löwe anal-
yses two Swedish YA dystopian series: Sofia Nordin’s En sekund i 
taget [One Second at a Time] series (2013–2017) and Mats Söder-
lund’s Ättlingarna [The Descendants] trilogy (2018–2020). Both of 
these are included in my corpus of primary texts. While Nordin’s 
novels depict how the few adolescents who survived a fever that 
killed all the adults in an alternate Sweden must learn to grow their 
own food and to milk cows, Söderlund’s protagonists mostly eat 
vegetarian food, reminiscent of the food habits in Sweden today, 
but also eat crickets (Löwe 71, 73–74). Löwe’s article primarily dis-
cusses the theme of food in her corpus, but she includes some sug-
gested teaching ideas, such as exploring how the food distribution 
in one country is tied to other countries’ food production using a 
glocal perspective, which combines the local and the global per-
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spective (77). In this way, ecological sustainability can be addressed.
Water—another essential resource and thereby crucial for ecolog-

ical sustainability—is highlighted in Anna Salomonsson’s analysis of 
the first novel, Hotet [The Threat] (2018), in Söderlund’s YA dystopi-
an trilogy. Salomonsson focuses on the novel’s conflicts surrounding 
the distribution of water, as well as metaphorical interpretations of 
how Hongkong is flooded by a tsunami, for example. Salmonsson 
interprets this as a version of the Biblical flood. The article illustrates 
how Söderlund’s novel can help students to consider water as a re-
source from a glocal perspective, underlining the interconnectedness 
between local and global water access. It also highlights how the se-
ries explores the interdependence of nature and culture (Salomons-
son 188–189, 193, 197–198).  

Whereas Nilsson Skåve, Nilson and Piltz, Löwe, Salomonsson 
and I approach educational aspects of YA dystopian literature from 
the perspective of the Swedish school curriculum in the above-men-
tioned studies, Stefanie Van Melckebeke has investigated YA dysto-
pian literature from a Norwegian perspective. In her master’s thesis, 
she analyses how Scott Westerfeld’s Uglies (2005) can support the 
educational aims established by the Norwegian Directorate for Edu-
cation and Training for the subject of English, as well as overarching 
goals with which all subjects must comply. Van Melckebeke argues 
that YA dystopian literature’s status as a “genre [that] encourages 
its readers to view society with a critical eye” makes it an appro-
priate tool for enabling “young people to become independent and 
critical members of society” (9). The sense of hope that is included 
in YA dystopian literature is what “gives the genre an outspoken di-
dactic quality”, since it establishes a connection between the actions 
that young characters are capable of within the dystopian worlds and 
readers’ belief in their potential to change society, according to Van 
Melckebeke (20). Here, she touches on the ability of YA dystopian 
literature to incite political activism in young readers. The study’s 
conclusions are based on previous research and on her own reading 
of the Uglies series. She has not done any empirical research on actual 
young readers’ opinions about YA dystopian literature.
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The benefits that Van Melckebeke identifies regarding the use of 
YA dystopian literature in Norwegian schools are enhanced reading 
skills, support for young readers’ understanding of themselves and 
highlighting important values found in contemporary society (28–
29). In her text analysis, she focuses on conformity, environmental 
and technological development and societal and political criticism, 
such as gender equality. She concludes by arguing that “YA dystopian 
fiction not only has the ability to teach young people about society, 
but can also instill a feeling of hope within these readers that their 
generation can do better in the future”, which in turn makes “the 
genre both appealing and educational for adolescent readers” (Van 
Melckebeke 79). This quotation explicitly addresses the topic of po-
litical activism.   

Another study that focuses on political activism and political ac-
tion is Lindsay Morton and Lynnette Lounsbury’s article. Their aim 
is to investigate if “there [is] any evidence to suggest YA dystopian 
texts have the potential to empower a new generation of young adults 
to move from political inertia to action” (Morton and Lounsbury 53–
54). They base their Australian study on research on narrative empa-
thy and a close reading of Collins’s Hunger Games trilogy, Roth’s Di-
vergent trilogy and James Dashner’s Maze Runner series (2009–2016). 
All these series are included in my corpus. Morton and Lounsbury ar-
gue that since these series establish narrative empathy for the young 
protagonists, they may inspire adolescents who are already politically 
engaged, but there is not enough evidence to state that the series can 
make people who are disinterested become politically active (Ibid.). 
The political action of the characters can even function as a substi-
tute for independent action, thus ironically working to repress po-
litical action (Morton and Lounsbury 65). This challenges the cor-
relation between a character who takes political action and a young 
reader doing the same thing. An empirical study that investigates if 
and how this phenomenon affects adolescent readers would be a wel-
come addition to the research field, because there are few studies that 
investigate actual reader responses to specific YA dystopian works.

Political action and activism also form the focus of Sean P. Con-
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nors’ American article. He argues that YA dystopian literature as a 
genre “focuses on societies in which rogue governments and (in-
creasingly) corporations use surveillance to manipulate and control 
teenagers” (Connors 2). “[T]hrough challenging students to consid-
er how characters experience surveillance in YA dystopian fiction, 
educators can create opportunities for them to reflect on how they 
experience the gaze in their own lives, and how they are capable of 
resisting, should they choose so, its unprincipled or unethical use” 
(Ibid.). Connors includes suggested questions that teachers can use 
when discussing surveillance and the gaze in YA dystopian literature 
in his article (see p. 7). He focuses on the potential of YA dystopian 
texts in an educational context and highlights surveillance as a topic 
that can help young readers take political action. 

Similarly, in her American study, Melissa Ames analyses “the po-
tential educational uses of […] young adult dystopias and argues that 
reading these texts may be a small step in the direction of engaging 
students in social justice issues and, perhaps, sparking more overt 
political action” (3). She suggests that the recent popularity of YA 
dystopian literature can be explained by the condition of the world 
post-9/11 and the novels’ connections to the societies created by this 
event (Ames 4). Both Connors and Ames thus focus on the potential 
of YA dystopian literature to incite political action.   

*

To summarise, the studies presented in this section all interrogate YA 
dystopian literature in relationship to its ambition and/or ability to 
teach its readers something about the real world. The focus is on the 
texts themselves and the characteristics of the texts that allow them 
to function as vehicles for learning. All the contributions—apart from 
von Melckebeke’s master’s thesis—are articles, resulting in varied but 
brief contributions to the research field. The next section highlights 
studies that approach this topic in a more practical manner, suggest-
ing methods and/or approaches to teaching specific YA dystopian 
texts in a classroom setting.   
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pedagogical designs for teaching 
Young adult dYstopian literature

Previous research presents a wide array of possible teaching plans. In 
this section, I will summarise these suggestions and identify which 
teaching methods and theories have been applied in research on the 
topic to date.

Young Adult Dystopian Literature as a Genre

Some previous research approaches YA dystopian literature as a 
genre with specific characteristics that can be analysed using nar-
ratological tools, for instance. In an introduction to YA dystopian 
literature for Swedish teachers, Maria Nilson suggests focusing edu-
cational efforts on identifying recurring themes and patterns in YA 
dystopian texts. This approach allows the identification of conflicting 
ideologies in this type of book. Nilson argues that a critical reading 
strategy includes highlighting contradictions and exploring gaps in 
the narrative, by asking questions about parts of the storyworld that 
are not addressed within the narrative (8). The text is followed by an 
appendix with a suggested lesson plan, written by Marie Wejrum and 
Zara Hedelin, in which the students 1) write down possible messages 
in the novel, 2) discuss in groups which messages they think seem 
most accurate, 3) present their findings in front of the class, and 4) 
discuss with the rest of the class how the search for messages helped 
them understand the text at a deeper level (Appendix). Thus, this 
text provides a practical teaching plan that combines tasks for indi-
viduals and groups.

Another study that focuses on genre characteristics of YA dysto-
pian literature is Devin Ryan’s presentation of and critical reflections 
on the design of a course called “YA Dystopian Literature: A Sur-
vey of Modern Book Series”, taught at Western Michigan University 
in 2015. The article includes several suggested methods for teaching 
YA dystopian literature. Ryan states that Lois Lowry’s YA dystopian 
novel The Giver (1993) is “one of the most commonly taught pieces of 
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literature at the middle school level” (4). It is also one of the texts in 
my corpus. Ryan thereby identifies the need to provide teachers with 
knowledge of this genre. He argues that it is important for students 
to gain knowledge about the genre of YA dystopian literature, for 
example its history and themes, before they start analysing example 
texts by looking for genre elements (Ryan 15). Ryan suggests com-
bining brief quizzes with reading responses that the students write 
during the reading of the book, as well as comparison essays in which 
a book version is compared to the film adaptation, just to mention 
a few of his proposed teaching methods (27–28; for all the details of 
the course design, see Appendix). Ryan’s text thereby provides inspi-
ration for tasks that can be used for teaching YA dystopian literature.

Joseph W. Campbell’s monograph also highlights how genre as-
pects and definitions can be taught in relationship to YA dystopian 
literature.111 He argues that, for many American students, the best 
way to start working with YA dystopian literature and science fiction 
is to address the work’s allegorical aspects (Campbell 125), which 
is how the dystopias portray aspects and events that can be read as 
parallels with non-fictional societies. He discusses an undergraduate 
course about what he regards as the main differences between sci-
ence fiction and dystopian literature (Campbell 143). According to 
Campbell, science fiction “aims to show the encounter with the oth-
er”, whereas dystopian literature “show[s] how power is maintained 
through othering” (147). By focusing on genre characteristics, genre 
history and allegorical interpretations, Campbell thus approaches 
YA dystopian literature from a genre-specific perspective.

Immersive Play Pleasure

A distinctly different approach to teaching YA dystopian literature is 
presented in an article by Jeffrey D. Wilhelm and Michael W. Smith. 

111.  Campbell includes an overview of some educational approaches to YA 
dystopian literature and science fiction in his book. This overview has been help-
ful in my own search for research on YA dystopian literature and education. See 
Campbell, pp. 119–149.
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They underscore the importance of immersive play pleasure for devel-
opment towards the zone of proximal development (ZPD), when 
using YA dystopian literature in schools (Wilhelm and Smith, “The 
Power” 53). In their empirical classroom study of American middle 
school students, Wilhelm and Smith have identified the pleasure of 
play as central to the students’ approach to YA dystopian literature 
such as Dashner’s Maze Runner series.112 They suggest working with 
drama and role playing strategies to process YA dystopian literature, 
because this kind of exercise can let the students assume the roles 
of different characters and work through the characters’ dilemmas 
(Wilhelm and Smith, “The Power” 57). 

One version of the role play is to have the students play the role of 
“good angel” and “bad angel” to show the range of actions characters 
could take when faced with various dilemmas (Wilhelm and Smith, 
“The Power” 60). In another publication—a book that predominate-
ly voices young readers’ own interpretations of literary fiction—the 
authors suggest that “students could watch and/or make their movies 
or trailers of scenes from dystopian movies. They could create mul-
timodal compositions of their own dystopias. They could do drama 
work where they interview characters from various dystopias or cre-
ate a dystopia talk show or museum” (Wilhelm and Smith, Read-
ing 164). Movie-making, character interviews, dystopian talk shows 
and museums can thus be added to previously identified teaching 
approaches to YA dystopian literature.

Political Activism and Awareness via 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature

The topic of political activism is addressed by Wilhelm and Smith. 
They argue that “[d]ystopia is particularly powerful in developing a 
social conscience and an agentive activist identity as a person who 

112.  For examples of Wilhelm’s daughter’s own statements on why reading YA 
dystopian literature is relevant for her, see Wilhelm and Smith’s book Reading Un-
bound: Why Kids Need to Read What They Want and Why We Should Let Them (2014), 
pp. 152–165. 
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is caring and will take risks to improve the lot of others and of the 
world” (Wilhelm and Smith, “The Power” 57). In addition, they em-
phasise the importance of asking open questions about the literary 
works and allowing students to formulate their own open questions 
(Wilhelm and Smith, “The Power” 58). Most significantly, the arti-
cle’s authors found that their “participants took pleasure from using 
their reading to help them become the kind of people they wanted 
to become” (Wilhelm and Smith, “The Power” 59). They provide 
empirical evidence for my overall theoretical principle about how YA 
dystopian literature can help students learn about the world they live 
in and their place in it. Their research also supports the assumption 
that YA dystopian literature can encourage political action, which is 
addressed in several studies included in this overview. 

Insights about Consumerist Society

In an article on how to use Brave New World (1932) by Aldous Huxley 
and Feed (2002) by M. T. Anderson in the American classroom, Ra-
chel Wilkinson, who teaches both at high school and university lev-
els, argues that dystopian literature “exaggerates our modern context 
so that we can challenge it” (22). Thus, Wilkinson also underscores 
the role of hyperbole in YA dystopian literature. She illustrates how 
the two novels interrogate advertising and industry, the instant grat-
ification that is expected from “mindless consumption”, reliance on 
technology and the degeneration of language (Ibid.). Wilkinson uti-
lises “discussion starters” about consumerist society before the class 
reads the texts. For example: “Do you own any clothes, electronics, 
etc. that you rarely or never use? Why?” (25). She combines the use 
of these YA dystopian works with television shows such as The Simp-
sons and Family Guy, for example, to highlight aspects of consumer-
ist society when working with her students (Wilkinson 26). Thus, 
Wilkinson focuses on consumerist society, while suggesting media 
and teaching approaches that can be beneficial when teaching YA 
dystopian literature from other perspectives.
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Moral and Ethical Questions in 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature

More suggested teaching methods can be found in Jaqueline Bach, 
Emily Peters and Joshua Bourgeois’ article about using Neal Shus-
terman’s Arc of a Scythe trilogy in the classroom with American tenth 
graders, which I touched on in my chapter about adolescent killers. 
For example, they mention rewriting the lyrics to John Lennon’s 
Imagine (1971) so that it fits the society in the trilogy, where mor-
tality has been defeated, as well as “here and now problems”, where 
students discuss which aspects of the fictional world would be bene-
ficial in our world and vice versa (Bach et al., “Teaching” 42). They 
also underline the benefits of asking “what-if questions” about the 
following themes: equality and diversity, death, and the value of life 
(Bach et al., “Teaching” 45). 

In a different article, Bach explores Shusterman’s Unwind series, 
together with Melanie Hundley and Emily Tarver. They argue that 
the first novel, Unwind (2007), focuses on moral and ethical ques-
tions tied to the value of life and war, in a world where adolescents 
can be “unwound”, which means they are split into different body 
parts and sold off, if their parents do not want them anymore (Bach 
et al., “Unwinding” 128). They suggest several different teaching ap-
proaches: letting the students compare the war in the series to the 
US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, using a hand-out where the stu-
dents fill in three claims they want to make based on the books and 
the textual evidence that supports their claims, a multi-genre written 
paper in which students can use different genres and media to ex-
plore an ethical question of their own choosing, and analysing the 
advertisements in a later book in the series, Unsouled (2014), as well 
as creating their own advertisements (Bach et al., “Unwinding 130–
131, 133–134). What unites all these approaches is the establishment 
of links to and nuances between the world of Shusterman’s series 
and the students’ own world, which is an allegorical and contrasting 
approach.
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Creative Writing

Some suggestions for how teachers can use creative writing activities 
with university students can be found in an article by American Sar-
ah Hentges and her students Elaine Brum, Petra Ilic and Romaine 
Berry. Hentges has assigned students the following tasks: writing a 
poem about something Katniss Everdeen in Collins’ trilogy will nev-
er lose or recover from, etcetera; producing a meme that captures the 
defining characteristics of one of the characters in Libba Bray’s Beau-
ty Queens (2012); and writing a continuation, such as a brief sequel 
or an epilogue, to Sherri L. Smith’s Orleans (2013) (Hentges et al., 
“Teaching/Learning” 178, 180, 183). Both Collins’ and Bray’s novels 
are analysed in this study. In the article, three of Hentges’ students 
contribute their opinions on the benefits and challenges of these 
teaching approaches. This article therefore functions as an evaluative 
analysis of a course design, which has been tested in a Danish class-
room during Hentges’ time as a visiting scholar in Denmark. 

In a different study, Hentges suggests using social action projects 
to involve university students in making a difference in non-fictional 
societies based on their insights from YA dystopian literature. The 
example action projects include hosting film viewings, creating social 
media campaigns and making public art (Hentges, Girls 209, 212; for 
all action project suggestions, see 209–214). 

Narrative Transportation Theory

Other applications in an educational context include Karen Patrick 
Knutsen’s investigation of how Julie Bertagna’s YA dystopian trilogy, 
The Exodus trilogy (2002–2011), can support pre-service ESL (En-
glish as a second language) teachers in becoming reading teachers who 
will be able to help students “consider the implicit messages” in YA 
dystopian literature, for example, instead of just reading for pleasure 
(13). Patrick Knutsen emphasises the importance of including meta-
cognitive strategies in teaching literature, in this case YA dystopian 
literature, and suggests using narrative transportation theory (5). 
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The theory focuses on two processes: “being transported into 
a narrative world and performing that narrative” (Ibid.). When a 
reader experiences being transported into a story, they are also af-
fected by the implicit ideologies of the text, so teachers need to give 
their students tools to interrogate these ideologies. Experiencing a 
connection to a specific character can help readers be transported 
into the narrative (Patrick Knutsen 6, 10). Thus, Knutsen underlines 
the potential benefits of using different characters’ perspectives as a 
point of entry to the novels when designing a teaching approach to 
YA dystopian literature.  

*

In summary, previous research on suggested teaching plans highlights 
many different tasks, methods and approaches. Two monographs are 
included in the studies in this section: Campbell’s and Wilhelm and 
Smiths’s. In the final section of this overview, I will move on to ped-
agogical designs that focus specifically on Collins’ Hunger Games tril-
ogy.

pedagogical designs for teaching 
the HUNGER GAMES trilogY 

In the research on YA dystopian literature in the classroom, many 
studies focus on Collins’ The Hunger Games trilogy. This section pres-
ents different approaches to Collins’ trilogy.

Social Justice

In an allegorical approach, which focuses on relating the world of the 
YA dystopian text to contemporary non-fictional societies, Brianna 
R. Burke argues that The Hunger Games trilogy can be used to high-
light the importance of social justice, especially in terms of how the 
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production of food by the districts for the Capitol is used to oppress 
the districts’ inhabitants (1, 3–4). Her context is an American under-
graduate level course. Food politics are tied to unequal class privileg-
es and to racism, according to Burke (5). She views the Games as a 
metaphor for late stage capitalism, in which Tributes are consumable 
commodities (Burke 11–12).

Another study that addresses both social justice and food in Col-
lins’ trilogy is Amber M. Simmons’ exploration of how the trilogy 
can be used to encourage social action among American students. 
Her focus is on issues related to violence and domination, and how 
the trilogy can promote social awareness and preparedness to work 
for societal change. More specifically, she aims to “foster literacy and 
help students understand that violence and brutality towards chil-
dren is not fiction but fact” (Simmons 24). She applies a critical liter-
acy perspective, where the goal is to investigate the fictional world’s 
ideologies and support the struggle for social justice (Ibid.). For 
example, Simmons suggests highlighting how food is used to con-
trol and dominate the poor, while being consumed in excess by the 
wealthy in Panem’s Capitol, and how children are forced to become 
warriors and kill other children. The students can then conduct social 
actions to promote justice and equality, such as educating the public 
about social justice issues (Simmons 26–30, 32). 

In a study focused on social justice, oppression and resistance to 
these inequalities, Rodrigo Joseph Rodríguez argues that Collins’ se-
ries can be used by educators to teach students about inequalities 
in non-fictional societies: “[E]ducators need to create opportunities 
for students to enter storyworlds such as the one Collins constructs 
in the Hunger Games—that is, storyworlds which call on readers to 
think and act boldly, and which invite them, like Katniss, to become 
more socially responsible citizens” (165). He thus highlights how a 
critical literacy approach can help students to identify issues in the 
real world and to act in ways that contribute to the creation of a more 
just world. Once again, YA dystopian literature’s ability to incite po-
litical action is underlined. 
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“Girls on Fire”

In Teaching Girls on Fire: Essays on Dystopian Young Adult Literature 
in the Classroom (2020), three out of ten chapters focus on how YA 
dystopian literature can be used to teach adolescents about fictional 
“Girls on Fire” and gender aspects of YA dystopian novels.113 Hent-
ges is one of the editors, and her monograph Girls on Fire: Transfor-
mative Heroines in Young Adult Dystopian Literature (2018), defines this 
concept as a girl character who 

is rarely a perfect, infallible hero; she is most often a real girl 
struggling to find herself and keep her friends and family safe 
against impossible odds. She wants to discover the truth that 
has been kept from her, and from the populace more generally. 
She wants to cut the ties that bind and bring freedom to op-
pressed peoples. She is an outcast, a rebel. (Girls 6)

In Trites’ chapter, she investigates how The Hunger Games trilogy and 
the concept of the Girl on Fire can be used to teach students about 
different types of feminism. She also wants to promote a more com-
plex understanding of Katniss in relation to the series’ feminist po-
tential than a black-and-white conception of her as either “a wholly 
feminist role model—or as a wholly sexist figure” (Trites, “Teaching” 
52). To achieve this goal in the classroom, Trites includes discussion 
questions such as “How are female characters empowered or disem-
powered—and by whom?” (“Teaching” 55; for further questions, see 
55, 57, 61, 65).

Another chapter that focuses on gender conceptions in relation to 
Katniss is Wendy J. Glenn’s analysis of Katniss as an athlete. Glenn 
suggests using the depiction of this character to discuss and illumi-

113.  The other chapters focus on other types of literary fiction and/or other 
types of dystopias, despite the title’s clear indication that the anthology is all about 
YA dystopian literature. This is why I cover so few of the study’s articles in this 
overview. 

In addition to Trites’ and Glenn’s articles mentioned here, Hentges et al.’s arti-
cle is included in the three relevant articles from the anthology.
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nate “the gendered ideologies of sport” (19). Her teaching approach 
includes analysing a Nike advertisement from a gender perspective, 
comparing how Katniss uses her athletic abilities, such as archery, 
to become a saviour with other saviour-athletes in other texts and 
in real life, and analysing how Katniss is positioned in relation to 
the central male characters, for example by discussing the following 
question: “What role does Peeta play in Katniss’s definition of/en-
actment of herself as an athlete?” (Glenn 25, 27, quotation on page 
30). Thus, both Trites and Glenn underline Collins’ trilogy’s poten-
tial for discussing gender aspects in the classroom.

Societal Issues and Political Action

Anders Öhman’s article is one example of a narratological approach 
to Collins’ series that also highlights societal issues. He illuminates 
the benefits of focusing on plot summaries and an analysis of central 
themes, such as the rebellion theme, when using Collins’ trilogy in 
the classroom (Öhman 80, 83, 88). 

According to Thomas A. Lucey, Kara Lycke, James Laney and 
Christopher Connelly, The Hunger Games trilogy can be used in 
grades six to eight in American schools to teach important aspects 
of citizenship and self-sacrifice, and to promote student engagement 
in working towards a better society. This utilises the recurrent theme 
of political action. Their suggested approach to this teaching task, 
which aims to teach important societal concepts, involves a combi-
nation of literature, drama and visual art. For example, in their mini 
unit, they have included role plays where the characters face various 
ethical dilemmas (Lucey et al. 190, 192–193, 195). The focus is on 
the societal concepts, not on literary fiction as such, resulting in an 
approach where the YA dystopian work mostly becomes a vehicle for 
discussing societal dilemmas, without much attention to how Collins 
presents these issues in her literary work (cf. Lucey et al. 195–198). 

Another article that discusses Collins’ series in relationship to so-
cietal issues is David R. Dreyer’s text about how it can be used to 
highlight war, peace and justice for US undergraduates. His focus 
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is on how the series relates to different theories of international re-
lations, as well as moral issues surrounding starting a war, and how 
people behave in wars. He suggests using fiction because of its ability 
to turn complex, abstract theories into concrete and personalised sto-
ries about characters who struggle to take the morally correct course 
of action (Dreyer 252). The Hunger Games trilogy explicitly discusses 
whether violence and war can ever be righteous, and therefore works 
well for initiating discussions about when going to war is just and ap-
propriate behaviour in war (Dreyer 258). Dreyer’s allegorical teach-
ing approach centres on creating parallels between events in the story 
and American history and society (Ibid.). Students on his course in 
“Politics in Fiction, Film, and Music” appreciated using fiction in 
this sense, since it “led them to become more attuned to the political 
implications of works of fiction”, according to Dreyer (264). 

Siobhan McEvoy-Levy’s study also illuminates peace and vio-
lence in relation to Collins’ series. The overall argument is that, in 
US classrooms, The Hunger Games trilogy can function as a vehicle for 
exploring peace and violence. “The power of The Hunger Games as a 
peace education vehicle lies in its capacity to challenge both gender 
stereotypes and militarism without alienating readers, while link-
ing both themes with economic inequality and government oppres-
sion”, according to the author (McEvoy-Levy 23). Topics that can 
be  explored include the role of cultural memory, the consequences 
of a revolt, how terrorism can subdue the population and how the 
Capitol, by calling a group of soldiers Peacekeepers, justifies violence 
through a rhetoric that suggests that they want to protect the peace 
(Ibid.). McEvoy-Levy also highlights the benefits of exploring the 
fan activism tied to the Hunger Games phenomenon in peace edu-
cation (26). Overall, the article underlines how YA dystopian litera-
ture can help promote empathy for those affected by war. The author 
foregrounds ethical aspects of Collins’ trilogy and the benefit of dis-
cussing these in the classroom.

*
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Altogether, the studies covered in this section include many sugges-
tions for how to work with Collins’ YA dystopian work in the class-
room. Many of these approaches can be adapted to teaching other YA 
dystopian texts too. All the studies in this section are articles, and thus 
do not have the space to delve deeper into the details of the teaching 
process. This is in line with the overall tendency of previous research 
to use the article format. Hentges and Connor’s anthology seemingly 
focuses all its attention on YA dystopian novels in the classroom, but 
closer examination reveals that only three out of ten articles address 
the specific phenomenon of YA dystopian literature. Therefore, I 
want to conclude this overview with a call for more full-length stud-
ies devoted to pedagogical approaches to YA dystopian literature. 

In the rest of this chapter, I will use previous research as inspira-
tion and combine some suggested teaching approaches with critical 
literacy and the work of two educational theorists who explore the 
potential to learn about ethics and life through reading literary fic-
tion: Martha C. Nussbaum and Judith A. Langer.

The Power of Literary Fiction: 
Critical Literacy, Narrative Imagination 

and Envisionment Building
This section introduces the teaching approach called critical literacy, 
Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination and Langer’s notion 
of envisionment building. The purpose is to provide background 
knowledge about the theoretical frameworks that have inspired my 
suggested teaching plans, together with the more practical methods 
and tools identified in the previous section on research into using 
YA dystopian literature in the classroom. I have selected Nussbaum’s 
and Langer’s concepts because, used together, they capture how lit-
erary fiction can support student development towards becoming a 
critically aware world citizen, which is vital to upholding democratic 
society. In addition, they both emphasise how this ability is partly a 
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result of how readers interact with characters in literary fiction, for 
example by assuming a character’s perspective on events. This corre-
sponds to the overall aim of critical literacy, to help students critique 
power hierarchies in society and to work against oppression and to-
wards political change.

critical literacY

The overarching theoretical framework for my suggested teaching 
plans can be defined as a critical literacy approach. According to 
Richard Beach, Deborah Appleman, Bob Fecho and Rob Simon, crit-
ical literacy “values analyzing the beliefs and ideologies portrayed in 
texts and in institutions that shape students’ lives” (13). It includes 
“working toward some form of individual or broader social change” 
(Ibid.). Thus, 

the teachers’ role is not only to demonstrate ways to interro-
gate beliefs and ideologies associated with institutions por-
trayed in texts, but also to link that interrogation to address-
ing and acting on injustices inherent in these institutions as 
well [sic!] in students’ own lives and communities. (Ibid.) 

This teaching approach underlines the importance of identifying, 
problematising and actively trying to work against power imbalances 
and oppression. Fiction is regarded as important to analyse in its own 
right, but this approach also underlines the value of relating texts, 
such as the six YA dystopian texts in my case studies, to the soci-
ety in which the students live. A critical literacy approach thus sup-
ports teaching plans that analyse and interrogate power hierarchies 
in non-fictional societies through the lens of literature—in this case 
YA dystopian literature. 

In their definition of critical literacy, Carlin Borsheim-Black, Mi-
chael Macaluso and Robert Petrone state that, in addition to ideol-
ogies and power, normativity and representation are also important 
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aspects to interrogate and critique. The authors clarify how students 
need to be taught to read and write both with and against texts, for 
example by critically examining the inclusion of specific canonical 
works in the literature curriculum. Reading against a text means 
problematising and questioning its ideologies (Borsheim-Black et al. 
123–124); to read “between the lines to expose and interrupt em-
bedded, dominant narratives, power dynamics, and perceived nor-
malcy espoused by and hidden in the text” (Borsheim-Black et al. 
125). While the authors apply this approach to teaching canonical 
literature, I believe that it is just as valuable in my suggested teaching 
plans, which aim to highlight power relationships in selected YA dys-
topian literature and in non-fictional societies.

Some discussion prompts for teaching guided by a critical literacy 
approach are included in an article by Thomas W. Bean and Karen 
Moni. For example, teachers can ask students to consider:

• how the world of adolescents is depicted in a work of literary 
fiction written by an adult,

• who the ideal reader for the text is, 
• who has a voice and is allowed to speak within the novel and 

who is not, and
• how the text can potentially be rewritten to address gaps and 

silences within the narrative (Bean and Moni 645). 

These questions are helpful hands-on suggestions for ways in which 
a teacher can apply insights from critical literacy in the classroom. 

Gunilla Molloy clarifies that

critical literacy is not a method or a model, but an approach 
that illustrates the connection between language and power. 
Basically, it is a different way of thinking, to be able to see 
more than one perspective and to be allowed to critically in-
vestigate the values that are present in different texts (and 
within ourselves). It can be understood as an ability to both 
read and write own texts in a deeper and more reflective sense, 
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a critical sense that is not negative, but explorative [my trans-
lation]. (53)114     

Here, I will use critical literacy as an overarching framework for inter-
rogating power aspects of YA dystopian literature in the classroom, 
but also for relating these analytical findings to the life circumstances 
of the students and of adolescents with other intersectional subject 
positions. Critical literacy therefore inspires an ongoing dialogue be-
tween different interpretations (Molloy 54). 

According to Molloy, a critical reading of texts with a focus on 
who has power and who does not can help students and their teach-
ers see the text, and potentially also the world they live in, from dif-
ferent perspectives (54). This is crucial for the development of crit-
ically aware citizens in a democracy, but also for people who live in 
societies where democracy is threatened or non-existent, which is the 
type of societies that the protagonists of YA dystopian literature live 
in. Both Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination and Langer’s 
concept of envisionment building can be combined with critical 
literacy, providing teachers with more concrete theoretical tools to 
support the students’ development towards a critical awareness that 
helps them consider and question what they read and the ideologies 
that are perpetuated. 

*

To summarise, the overarching aim of critical literacy is to interro-
gate ideologies in literary fiction and to use this interrogation as a 
platform, or a stepping stone, for students to start working towards a 
more equal society in their own lives. In the next section, I will intro-

114.  Swedish quotation: “Kritisk literacy är inte en metod eller en modell 
utan ett förhållningssätt som visar på sambandet mellan språk och makt. I grun-
den handlar det om ett annat sätt att tänka, att kunna se mer än ett perspektiv 
och att kritiskt få undersöka de värderingar som finns i olika texter (och inom oss 
själva). Det kan förstås som en förmåga både att läsa och att skriva egna texter på 
ett djupare och mer reflekterande sätt, ett kritiskt sätt som inte är negativt, utan 
undersökande.” 
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duce Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination. I argue that this 
concept can support my ambition to construct teaching plans that 
help students assume the perspective of someone else through lit-
erary fiction, thereby challenging the ideologies in the literary work 
and those in the students’ social context, such as ones that may ren-
der their own privileges invisible to them. 

nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagination

The ethical turn in literary fiction research emphasises how reading 
fiction provides people with ethical insights. Nussbaum is a major 
theorist in this field. According to her, literature poses ethical ques-
tions and dilemmas in a more efficient way than theoretical texts: 

With respect to certain elements of human life, the terms of 
the novelist’s art are alert winged creatures, perceiving where 
the blunt terms of ordinary speech, or of abstract theoreti-
cal discourse, are blind, acute where they are obtuse, winged 
where they are dull and heavy. (Nussbaum, “Introduction” 5)

Thus, literary fiction can make ethical aspects more concrete and 
easier to take into consideration because it depicts how characters 
deal with varying dilemmas, rather than providing a theoretical ex-
periment in which one correct answer is usually built into the ethi-
cal problem. As Nussbaum states, the reason literary fiction is better 
adapted to these kinds of ethical interrogations is its complexity and 
variation. It also invites readers to identify with the experiences of 
the characters (Nussbaum, “Introduction” 22, 33). These two aspects 
are the main reasons I view Nussbaum as beneficial for the develop-
ment of my suggested teaching plans. 

According to Nussbaum, literary fiction has a privileged position 
in the discussion of ethical dilemmas. Whereas theoretical examples 
of ethical dilemmas are fixed and sometimes provide one correct an-
swer, a novel will open up for different interpretations and solutions 
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to these dilemmas (Nussbaum, “Introduction” 47). Nussbaum also 
emphasises that the entertainment aspect of literary fiction is central 
to its importance in democratic societies; it allows people to explore 
complicated issues without experiencing the type of anxiety associat-
ed with them (Not 110).

The novel format is preferable because it gives its readers the 
opportunity to follow characters over an extended period of time, 
making it possible for readers to see how ethical dilemmas affect the 
characters’ attempts to live a good life (Nussbaum, “Introduction” 
37). In order to become a world citizen, someone who takes respon-
sibility for how they affect people around them and the world they 
live in, it is important to be able to assume the perspective of other 
people. From Nussbaum’s point of view, “literature, with its ability to 
represent the specific circumstances and problems of people of many 
different sorts, makes an especially rich contribution” (“Democratic” 
145). This gives readers an opportunity to develop their imaginings 
about other people’s lives, actions and decisions and, by extension, to 
become more aware of different people’s differing opportunities to 
affect their own lives and worlds, due to their intersectional subject 
positions.

Nussbaum calls the kind of imagination that is developed through 
literary fiction narrative imagination. This type of imagination trains 
people in interacting with others in moral ways (Nussbaum, “Demo-
cratic” 148). The narrative imagination “both inspires intense 
con cern with the fate of characters and defines those characters as 
containing a rich inner life, not all of which is open to view; in the 
process, the reader learns to have respect for the hidden contents of 
that inner world, seeing its importance in defining a creature as fully 
human” (Ibid.). This kind of imagination allows interactions with 
people of different backgrounds, which is what makes it so important 
in a democratic society, where people from different nations, gen-
ders, classes and/or religions need to be able to interact with each 
other in ethical and compassionate ways (Nussbaum, “Democratic” 
144, 149). As Nussbaum states, it is not possible to change one’s skin 
colour but, through literary fiction, readers get to walk in someone 
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else’s shoes and experience different characters’ perspectives (“Dem-
ocratic” 144, 149–150).

There are a number of canonical works of fiction that Nussbaum 
deems absolutely necessary for ethical philosophy, for example Marcel 
Proust’s In Search of Lost Times/Remembrance of Things Past (1913–1927) 
and the genre of Greek tragedy (“Introduction” 23; “Democratic” 
152).  Thus, Nussbaum argues that some works of literary fiction are 
more appropriate than others for the development of ethical reason-
ing through narrative imagination. I have previously argued that the 
fantasy genre includes many works of fiction that can support ethical 
discussions and dilemmas, for example J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
novels (1997–2007) (Alkestrand, Magiska 80). In this current study, 
my overall argument is that YA dystopian literature provides op-
portunities to interrogate power relationships between adolescents 
and adults because of how the genre uses hyperbole to exaggerate 
aetonormative tendencies in non-fictional societies, thereby making 
them more obvious to readers. Consequently, my study highlights 
how this genre also offers many opportunities for readers to develop 
their narrative imagination. I will present examples of how teachers 
can support this educational potential in their teaching practice, us-
ing the suggested teaching plans in the final parts of this chapter. 

*

I want to emphasise that I do not believe the narrative imagination is 
automatically activated in the classroom.115 If this was the case, sim-
ply reading a text in the classroom would give every student the same 
opportunity to analyse the text from the teacher’s chosen perspec-
tive. The challenge of being a teacher is—as all teachers are acutely 

115.  Magnus Persson critiques Nussbaum for her assumption that enhanced 
empathy for a character will almost automatically transfer into empathy for people 
in the real world. He argues that it is important to consider how literary fiction can 
be included in literature education that aims to create democratic citizens (Pers-
son, pp. 256–259, 263). This corresponds to my own considerations of how the 
educational potential of a literary work can be activated in the classroom.
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aware—much more complicated than that. It takes time and effort to 
prepare a lesson, and to follow up and evaluate the teaching process, 
and often teachers are not given enough time in the classroom with 
the students to get to the point where all students are active, engaged 
and experience that their perspective is important and matters. I ar-
gue that students need to interact critically with the literary work in 
question, interrogating its ideologies in line with critical literacy. To 
do so successfully, students benefit from a teaching approach in which 
the power structures in the fictional world are identified and related 
to similar issues in their own society. This allegorical approach pro-
vides opportunities for the students to relate YA dystopian worlds to 
their own society and to find important connections, similarities and 
differences between the intradiegetic world and the world they live 
in. Langer’s concept of envisionment building supports this process 
of knowledge transfer between the world of literary fiction and the 
context of a specific reader. The next section introduces this concept 
and its beneficial role in my suggested teaching plans. 

langer’s concept of envisionment building

An envisionment is defined by Langer as

the world of understanding a particular person has at a given 
point in time. Envisionments are textworlds in the mind that 
differ from individual to individual. They are a function of 
one’s personal and cultural experiences, one’s relationship to 
the current experience, what one knows, how one feels, and 
what one is after. Envisionments are dynamic sets of related 
ideas, images, questions, disagreements, anticipations, argu-
ments, and hunches that fill the mind during every reading, 
writing, speaking, or other experience in which one gains, 
expresses, and shares thoughts and understandings. (10)

Thus, an envisionment is a specific reader’s complex view of a text 
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and the world it portrays at a specific point in time, as well as the 
ideas generated by interaction with the text and its imaginary world.

According to Langer, the type of thinking applied when reading 
literary fiction 

moves us to see the multisidedness of situations and therefore 
expands the breadth of our own visions, moving us towards 
dreams and solutions we might not otherwise have imagined. 
[…] [I]t moves us to consider our interconnectedness with 
others and the intrinsic pluralism of meaning. It helps us be-
come more human. (158) 

This quotation highlights similarities between Langer’s and Nuss-
baum’s understandings of literary fiction. Langer views literature as 
intellectually challenging; it helps readers view things from several 
different perspectives, and makes it possible to harness the power 
of subjective experiences that others can learn from. The imagina-
tion that literature invokes can help us explore different possibilities, 
solve problems and understand others (Langer 9). 

Further, Langer argues that literary fiction can provide students 
with important insights for their future lives and careers: “Through 
literature, students learn to explore possibilities and consider op-
tions; they gain connectedness and seek vision. They become the 
type of literate, as well as creative, thinkers that we’ll need to learn 
well at college, to do well at work and to shape discussions and find 
solutions to tomorrow’s problems” (2). Consequently, Langer un-
derlines the opportunities for using literary fiction to prepare for 
dealing with a constantly changing society and imagining possible 
futures. When working with YA dystopian literature, what-if ques-
tions about the future are foregrounded in a natural way, because 
the dystopias feature anti-democratic tendencies in future societies, 
representing how these societies have failed to create a better world 
than the current one. Just like Nussbaum, Langer demonstrates the 
importance of literary fiction for the development of world citizens. 
The kind of imagination supported by reading literature, which in-
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volves trying to understand the characters and different situations, 
enables readers to develop new perspectives on the world they live 
in (Langer 21). 

The concept of envisionment is used by Langer as a guideline for 
designing pedagogical approaches to literary fiction in the classroom. 
Her concept has been developed using empirical research in multiple 
classrooms over an extended period of time. Both Langer and Nuss-
baum argue that literary fiction is an important training ground for 
critically aware citizens in a democratic society, and they both high-
light the imaginative power of assuming the perspectives of literary 
characters, but Langer provides concrete educational tools for this 
process, presenting five different stances in the envisionment build-
ing process (see Table 4).

Table 4: Langer’s Five Stances of Envisionment Building

Stance
1. To be outside of an envisionment and to step into it

2. To be inside of an envisionment and to move through it

3. To step outside of an envisionment and to rethink what you know
4. To step outside of an envisionment and to objectify the experience
5. To leave an envisionment and to go beyond

The first stance is to be outside of an envisionment and to step 
into it. This occurs at the beginning of the reading process, when 
readers try to gather clues about the literary world they are reading 
about, for example its environments and characters, and throughout 
the reading process, as readers change their assumptions and opin-
ions about these aspects of the literary work (Langer 17–18). In the 
second stance, readers have created an envisionment and are moving 
through it; they use all the available information about the literary 
work, the real world and humanity to explore ideas about the text 
(Langer 18–19). The third stance, in which readers step outside of the 
envisionment and rethink what they know, is a process of knowledge 
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transfer from the literary work to a reader’s society: What kinds of 
questions and insights has the literary work generated? How does 
this relate to the societal context of a specific reader? In this way, the 
envisionment is used to expand readers’ knowledge and experiences 
(Langer 19–20). In the fourth stance, readers step outside of an en-
visionment and objectify the experience. For example, readers can 
compare the envisionment of a work of literary fiction with those of 
other literature, or reflect on how the envisionment relates to their 
own experiences (Langer 20–21). In this stance, the focus is on tak-
ing a step back from the envisionment, distancing yourself from it 
and reflecting on it analytically. The fifth and final stance, to leave an 
envisionment and to go beyond, is rarer than the other stances. Here, 
readers use an envisionment as inspiration for creating a new envi-
sionment. For example, a reader can use a literary work as inspiration 
when composing a song (Langer 21).

Envisionments are individual and ever-changing. They equal the 
textworlds within a specific person at a particular time. This means 
that as soon as someone starts reading a text, they gather informa-
tion about the world of the text and its characters. As they continue 
reading, they collect more information, and may therefore have to 
adjust their understanding of certain phenomena. Readers gradually 
develop a deeper understanding of the text. Personal and cultural ex-
periences guide readers’ understanding of the text and the envision-
ments that they create (Langer 10–11). Langer’s five stances in the 
envisionment building process should not be regarded as linear; they 
may appear in a different order, and readers often move between the 
stances as they absorb more information about the literary work (17).

The five different stances can be highlighted and supported 
through a teaching plan that guides students through them. For the 
first stance, one way to give students the necessary clues for under-
standing a work of literary fiction is to briefly present the genre of 
YA dystopian literature to them, before they start reading a specific 
work. The second stance can be supported by letting students dis-
cuss their movement through their envisionment in groups, to help 
them to put into words the kind of information they have gathered 
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and to highlight gaps in their understanding. To support students in 
the third stance, teachers can provide students with open questions 
about how the future dystopian society is similar to and/or different 
from their contemporary society. The fourth stance offers rich op-
portunities for relating a specific YA dystopian work to the genre as a 
whole, or to other dystopian narratives with which the students have 
come into contact, such as literature, movies or computer games. The 
fifth stance can be explored by letting the students create a musi-
cal, for example, based on some characters in the literary work. My 
suggested teaching plans aim to introduce tasks that support all five 
stances combined.

*

In summary, Langer’s stances provide both guidance and inspiration 
for working with literary fiction in rich ways that support students’ 
development as democratic and critically aware citizens. The narra-
tive imagination, which Nussbaum underlines as central to students’ 
development in a democratic society, can be supported by designing 
teaching activities linked to the different stances of envisionment 
building. Langer’s description of the different stances can also guide 
a critical literacy approach, aimed at supporting students to critically 
interrogate texts and their ideologies, helping design different tasks 
at different points of the reading process. 

Teaching Plans for the Young Adult Dystopian Works 
in the Six Case Studies

In the following two sections, I will present six teaching plans for 
working with YA dystopian literature in the classroom, focusing on 
the motifs of the adolescent killer and the adolescent mother explored 
in previous chapters. In addition to critical literacy, narrative imag-
ination and envisionment building, four types of reading that stu-
dents should apply are fundamental to how I have designed the tasks:
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• Ideological: identifying and analysing ideologies and prejudices.
• Motif-based: focusing on the adolescent killer motif/the adoles-

cent mother motif.
• Character-focused: exploring the characters’ perspectives, deci-

sions and actions. 
• Allegorical: comparing aspects of the fictional worlds with 

non-fictional societies.

Therefore, the tasks aim to support these kinds of reading approaches 
to YA dystopian literature.

Because the target audience for the analysed YA dystopian texts is 
adolescents, the teaching plans are adapted to students aged rough-
ly thirteen to nineteen. Factors such as the age of the students, the 
group dynamic of the class, the number of students, the students’ 
different learning needs and the time available for providing feed-
back on tasks may mean that teachers will need to adjust the teaching 
plans. The overall aim of the teaching plans is to provide inspiration 
for teachers to use YA dystopian literature as a tool for investigating 
age-related oppression, as well as other types of oppression.

using depictions of adolescent killers 
in the classroom

In the chapter on adolescent killers, I illustrate how YA dystopian 
literature utilises the adolescent killer motif to investigate and prob-
lematise the division of power between adolescents and adults in 
dystopias. The use of this motif in YA dystopian literature illumi-
nates aspects of similar power relationships in non-fictional societ-
ies, which is achieved through an allegorical approach that establishes 
links between the dystopian world and contemporary societies. The 
adolescent killers, who are forced to kill because of the circumstances 
of their dystopian worlds and/or by adult institutions, illustrate the 
extreme measures that adults can use to control, use and abuse ad-
olescents. Sadly, this aetonormative power abuse has equivalents in 
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non-fictional societies, such as when children are turned into child 
soldiers but, at a more general level the motif highlights aetonor-
mative power structures that dictate how adults interact with ado-
lescents on an everyday basis. By taking the power imbalance to its 
extreme, and by making the adults and/or the world that the adults 
have created responsible for how the adolescents are forced to kill 
to survive and protect those they love, YA dystopian texts bring at-
tention to aetonormative power structures in non-fictional societies 
through the use of hyperbole. This is why the motif has educational 
potential for improving reader insights into age-related power rela-
tions.

Although the awareness of issues such as gender inequality is con-
tinuously heightened in contemporary societies, adults’ use of their 
power over adolescents is often not considered to be problematic. 
Adolescents, and especially adults, are so used to this power catego-
ry’s influence on their lives that they may need to consider extreme 
examples in order to understand how aetonormativity functions and, 
in this sense, the adolescent killer motif in YA dystopian literature 
incorporates an educational potential. There is a need to protect 
young people from harm and to not put too much responsibility on 
young people before they are ready for it in contemporary societ-
ies, but sometimes this rhetoric can disguise the ulterior motives of 
adults who do not want to protect the young, but would rather use 
them for their own gain. As the chapter on adolescent killers shows, 
this is the case for the adults and the dystopian regimes that turn 
unwilling adolescents into killers in YA dystopian literature. Forcing 
them to become killers is the ultimate act of disregarding the adoles-
cents’ needs and their right to make their own decisions about what 
kind of lives they want.  

In addition, the three case studies of Red, Juliette, and Citra and 
Rowan, illustrate the educational potential of YA dystopian litera-
ture to clarify how adults’ oppression of adolescents is often inter-
sectional in nature. For example, Red’s attackers believe she will be 
easy to attack, rape and kill based on an intersection between gender, 
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youth and her leg prosthesis that positions her as a young (dis)abled116 
woman in the dystopian society she lives in. Therefore, the characters 
not only face aetonormative power abuse, but also other types of 
oppression. All three case studies have shown that the adolescent kill-
er motif is so tightly tied to the protagonists’ intersectional subject 
positions in their dystopian worlds that the motif provides a fruitful 
starting point for discussions about various kinds of oppression. 

The focus of the three following teaching plans is guiding stu-
dents to position the acts of killing performed by Henry’s Red, Ma-
fi’s Juliette and Citra and Rowan in Shusterman’s trilogy within the 
frameworks of their dystopian societies. Adolescents who kill is in-
deed a taboo subject, but by bringing attention to it in the classroom, 
the reasons for the characters’ actions can be explored and under-
stood within the context of the oppression directed against them. 
As Victor Malo-Juvera and Paula Greathouse clarify, “the purpose of 
taboos can be argued to be to maintain and reinforce the status quo”, 
thereby supporting the marginalisation and/or oppression of certain 
groups of people (3). Therefore, breaking taboos can be one way to 
challenge the unfair distribution of power in specific societies. 

To support this type of analysis, the students require knowledge 
about the genre conventions of YA dystopian literature. In addition, 
they need insights about the oppression that the characters have to 
deal with. To promote the discussion and problematisation of the 
power category of age, they also need tools to identify and analyse in 
what ways the oppression is related to power differences between the 
adolescents and adults in each series. 

For a summary of the ideologies regarding age that the adolescent 
killer motif in each series communicates, see Table 5 below. 

116.  For an explanation of why I put parentheses around “dis”, see note 2, p. 
18–19.
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Table 5: Ideologies about adolescent killers and age

Ideology Present in

Killing someone is a despicable act 
and should be avoided whenever 
possible.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 

Adolescents can be forced to become 
killers to survive in a dystopian 
society because of how they are 
oppressed.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy 

Being forced to become an 
adolescent killer to survive is a 
severe form of oppression.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Being forced to become an 
adolescent killer in an experiment 
or by an institution/regime is an 
extreme version of aetonormative 
power abuse.

• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Killing for your own pleasure or gain 
is wrong and amoral.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Killing to protect your care circle 
may be viewed as righteous within a 
dystopian setting.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Within a dystopian society, killing 
for the greater good may be 
necessary in the fight for a better 
world.

• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Killing can never be justified as a 
means to an end. 

• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

The act of killing can be amoral and 
wrong, even when it is sanctioned by 
society.

• Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy

Mass murder may be necessary in a 
rebellion that aims to create a better 
world.

• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 
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Mass murders are despicable acts. • Shusterman, The Arc of a Scythe trilogy
Killing for revenge can be viewed as 
righteous if the perpetrators have 
been extremely oppressive.

• Henry, The Girl in Red 
• Mafi, The Shatter Me series 

	

Some of these ideologies are highlighted using different teaching 
tools in the teaching plans for The Girl in Red, the Shatter Me series 
and the Arc of a Scythe trilogy below. 

Teaching Plan
The Girl in Red: Becoming a killer in a crisis 

Reading material
Christina Henry, The Girl in Red (2019)

Focus 
• What happens to adolescents when they are caught up in a crisis, like Red in 

Henry’s novel? 
• In what ways can the act of becoming an adolescent killer be regarded as due to 

adults’ oppression of adolescents?

Overall aims
• To gain knowledge about the genre of YA dystopian literature and its defining 

characteristics.
• To analyse power structures related to age, gender, (dis)ability and race in the 

dystopian world of Henry’s novel.
• To identify and explore the motif of the adolescent killer and how it is por-

trayed in relation to the oppression of the adolescent Red in the novel.
• To investigate the motivations, thoughts and feelings of the character Red 

when she becomes a killer during the crisis.
• To relate Red’s actions and responses to the crisis to the students’ own experi-

ences of a crisis.

Tasks
1. Introduction  (Langer’s stance 1)
• Ask the students what kind of person that they would want to be in a crisis and 

what kind of person they think they would be. Let them discuss the question in 
groups of approximately four students. To support their discussions, list alter-
natives on the whiteboard, such as a hero, a protector, a bystander, someone 
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who hides, a killer, a thief, and so on. Let the groups summarise their discus-
sions together with the rest of the class and take notes on the whiteboard about 
which option most of them picked. Take a photograph and document their 
responses for future reference. 

• Give a mini lecture about the genre of YA dystopian literature and its genre 
characteristics. Cover topics such as what a dystopia is, what kind of societies 
YA dystopian literature depicts, in what ways the government or groups of 
people oppress other groups and the role of the young characters as rebels and 
the ones who fight against corrupt adults and regimes. (See the section “What 
is Young Adult Dystopian Literature?” in the introduction for inspiration.)

• Read the first chapter of Henry’s novel aloud to the class while they follow the 
text in their own books.

• Let the students discuss in the groups why they think Red becomes a killer and 
why she is so hostile towards the man who comes to her fire. Document their 
responses in a mind map and take a photograph of it for future reference OR 
use a Padlet117 where the students can post their group’s response.

• Assign the rest of the book as mandatory reading. Clarify when students will 
be able to read in class and how much they are expected to read at home.

2. Power and oppression in The Girl in Red (Langer’s stances 2 & 4)
• Ask the students to give examples of characters from the novel who assume 

the kinds of roles in a crisis that you discussed in the introduction. Let them 
first discuss in pairs for a few minutes and then make a mind map using their 
responses, on the whiteboard OR with a virtual tool.118 Suggestions for relevant 
characters: Red, Martin Kaye (the man who knew the family, but who joined 
the racist mob when the Cough started spreading), Red’s attacker in the first 
chapter, Sam and Riley. If you use the whiteboard, document the students’ sug-
gestions by taking a photograph of the mind map.

• Give a mini lecture that highlights the following topics: How Red is simulta-
neously more vulnerable in the dystopian society caused by the Cough than 
adults and more knowledgeable about the necessary preparations and actions 
than the adults. Mention Red’s (dis)ability, biracial status, youth, gender and 
sexuality, as well as the knowledge that she gained by reading and watching lots 
of dystopias. Introduce terms like ableism, racism, aetonormativity, sexism and 
heteronormativity if you feel the students are ready to learn those types of con-

117.  A Padlet is a virtual note board where users can post questions, comments, 
replies, text documents and other files. 

118.  There are many different digital tools available for making mind maps, 
such as Mindomo.
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cepts. Otherwise, the teacher can address abuse based on the different power 
categories in more general terms. (See the section on “Killing in Self-defence 
and to Protect Others” about this novel in Chapter 1 and the index for con-
cepts.)

• Divide the students into groups of three or four and ask them to discuss the 
questions below. The groups document their responses by assigning a member 
the role of secretary, who takes brief notes and hands them in at the end of the 
lesson. The teacher can either ask for handwritten or typed notes depending on 
their preferences and their class’ access to digital tools. 
1. List examples from the novel of the kinds of abuse Red faces during the 

crisis (for example violence, threats of murder, rape and theft). 
2. Why is Red abused? Does it relate to any of the power categories of age, 

gender, race, class and (dis)ability? Or to a combination of two or more of 
these categories? 

3. What are the similarities between the novel and the Little Red Riding Hood 
fairy tale? 

• The teacher also moves between the different groups and listens to the discus-
sions.

3. Walking in Red’s shoes (Langer’s stance 2)
• Divide the class into groups of approximately four students and let them dis-

cuss the questions below while a new secretary takes notes to be handed in 
at the end of the class. Once again, the teacher moves between the different 
groups and listens to their discussions. 
1. Why does Red become a killer?
2. How does she feel about being a killer?
3. Does she have any non-violent alternatives for self-protection?
4. How does her youth affect how she acts in this crisis? Her prosthesis? Her 

gender? Her race? 
5. How does her relationship to her parents and brother affect how she re-

sponds to the Cough a) before they leave their house, b) on the trip to her 
grandmother’s house?

4. Writing assignment (Langer’s stance 4)
• Imagine that you are Red. You are writing a letter to your grandmother while 

travelling to her cabin. In the letter, tell her how you have dealt with the crisis. 
Explain who you killed and why. Try to make her understand what it is like 
to be a young, (dis)abled, biracial woman in this crisis. Discuss in your letter 
whether you could have dealt with situations in different, non-violent ways, 
and if so, how. Hand in the letter to your teacher for assessment.
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5. Young people in crises (Langer’s stances 3–4 )
• Discussion seminar with all the students. Ask the students to take brief notes 

on each question, to be handed in by the end of the lesson, before the whole 
class discusses it together. The teacher chooses the notetaking method they 
prefer for this task.
1. In what ways is Red’s post-crisis society a dystopia? Give several examples 

from the novel.
2. How does Red’s power position in society affect what options are available 

to her in the crisis?
3. Is killing ever described as just or righteous in the narrative? Why/why not? 
4. How does the narrative link Red’s acts of killing to her experiences of op-

pression?
5. How have you acted during the coronavirus pandemic? What have you 

done, and how have you dealt with the crisis psychologically? Are there any 
significant differences or similarities between your actions and Red’s?

6. How can adolescents help find solutions to different kinds of crises, such as 
the coronavirus pandemic or the climate crisis?

7. Show the students the two mind maps about who they want to be and who 
they think they would be in a crisis similar to Red’s, as well as the sug-
gestions of characters who fit into the roles that were documented during 
tasks 1 and 2. Ask the students whether reading the novel and/or the tasks 
they have done have changed their views in any way. Also ask them which 
character they would like to be in the novel if they had to pick one, and to 
explain why. 

Evaluation
Send out a brief digital evaluation119 of the teaching approach to the students. 
What worked well? What could have been improved? Are there any other tasks 
that they would recommend for the next class to work with the novel?

	

Teaching Plan
The Shatter Me Series: Turning an 
adolescent into a lethal weapon
Reading material 
• Tahereh Mafi, Shatter Me (2011)
• Chapter 1 in Tahereh Mafi, Unravel Me (2013)

119.  The teacher could use Google Forms for free online evaluations. 
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Focus
• How can a government or other institution use and abuse an adolescent with a 

special ability? 
• How can an institution weaponise adolescents by forcing them to become kill-

ers?

Overall aims
• To gain knowledge about the genre of YA dystopian literature and its defining 

characteristics.
• To analyse power structures related to age, gender and (dis)ability in the dysto-

pian world of Mafi’s novel.
• To identify and explore the motif of the adolescent killer and how it is por-

trayed in relation to the oppression of the adolescent Juliette in the novel.
• To explore how Juliette is abused in the novel and how she responds to this 

abuse. 
• To analyse Juliette’s identity development over the course of the novel. 
• To explore the literary techniques used in depicting Juliette’s state of mind and 

sense of self (first person narration, journal notes, crossed out words and sen-
tences, for instance). 

Tasks
1. Introduction  (Langer’s stance 1)
• Read the first chapter aloud.
• Briefly discuss in pairs:

1. Why do you think Juliette is in isolation?
2. Why do you think she is afraid of meeting a boy?
3. Why do you think she is described as and describes herself as “insane”120?
4. Why are some words and sentences crossed out? Take a guess.

• Read chapter 2 aloud.
• Continue discussing the above questions in pairs. Which questions do the stu-

dents now have answers for? Also discuss the following questions:
1. How would you feel if you were put in isolation for as long as Juliette? 
2. What would you do and what would your biggest challenge be?

• Make a mind map with the students that lists things they believe are character-
istic of YA dystopian literature. You can either use the whiteboard or make a 
virtual mind map. Add vital information about the role of institutions and gov-

120.  I put words like “insane” and “crazy” within quotation marks in this 
study, as a reminder that I do not endorse the use of these words, because they are 
ableist and can be used in a demeaning way.
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ernments in the genre to prepare the students for subsequent discussions about 
how Juliette is abused and used as a weapon by the government. Also emphasise 
how many young protagonists in YA dystopian literature rebel against dystopi-
an societies using violence. (See the sections “What Is Young Adult Dystopian 
Literature?” and “Adolescent Killers in Young Adult Dystopian Literature” in 
this book for inspiration.)

• Assign the rest of the book as mandatory reading. Clarify when the students 
will be able to read in class and how much they are expected to read at home.

2. Role plays using dilemmas from the book (Langer’s stance 2)
• Divide the students into groups of three or four. Assign each group a dilemma 

from the book. Ask the students to discuss alternative solutions to the dilem-
mas. After they have agreed on a solution, they rehearse a brief role play of 
approximately five minutes to perform for the class. Examples of dilemmas: 
1. If you were Juliette, what would you do if you found out you were going to 

be used as a deadly weapon by Warner? 
2. Is it justifiable for Juliette to use lethal violence to escape from Warner? 
3. Is it possible to forgive yourself for accidentally killing a child? 
4. How would you act in the simulation at the military base where Juliette 

must choose between 1) trying to save the boy but risking killing him, and 
2) standing by and watching him die?

• Role play for the class:
1. Let each group perform their role play for the rest of the class.
2. Tell the rest of the students to take notes during the role play. What is the 

dilemma in this scene? How is the dilemma resolved? How would you have 
acted in this dilemma? The teacher asks for handwritten or typed notes as 
they prefer. The notes are handed in at the end of the lesson.

3. After each role play, let the students discuss the dilemma in their role play-
groups. 

4. The group that performed is in charge of asking the other groups about 
their thoughts and conclusions. The members take notes about the different 
solutions on the whiteboard and then document this by taking photographs 
that are submitted to the teacher. 

3. Role play about the kinds of abuse Juliette encounters (Langer’s stance 4)
• Use the same groups as the previous role play.
• Tell the students to list the different institutions that abuse Juliette. Ask them 

to identify which power categories are at play in the different examples of abuse 
(for example age, gender or (dis)ability) and how Juliette deals with these kinds 
of abuse. These notes are handed in to the teacher.
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• The group should then pick one example of the abuse they identified and write 
a script for a brief role play, approximately 5 minutes long, depicting how Ju-
liette reacts to the abuse. The script is handed in to the teacher.

• The group rehearses the scene and then performs it for the class. The other 
groups’ task is to identify the kind(s) of oppression in the scene. The acting 
group is in charge of a brief discussion of the other students’ responses in front 
of the class.

4. Individual essay about how Juliette’s identity development is affected by being 
forced to kill (Langer’s stance 4)

• In an essay with a clear structure (introduction, body, conclusions), the stu-
dents should respond to the following questions:
1. How does becoming a killer affect Juliette’s view of herself?
2. What kind of person does she regard herself as at the beginning of Shatter 

Me?
3. What kind of person does she regard herself as at the end of Shatter Me?
1. Why has her view of herself changed? Identify at least three key events in 

the novel that affect her view of herself. Paraphrase or quote from the novel 
to support your argument.

2. What role does Juliette’s journal play in the novel? What do readers learn 
about Juliette from it?

5. A sequel in the form of a play (Langer’s stance 5)
• Use the same groups as in the previous role plays.
• Ask the students to create their own sequel to Shatter Me. They can focus on 

any part of the narrative, but they need to be able to explain why they think 
this is what will happen next. The role play should be approximately 5 minutes 
long. Give the students time to rehearse, record and upload the scene, for ex-
ample to your virtual learning platform.

• The group plays the recording of their sequel for the class. Then they explain 
why they decided to portray this scene and why they think this will happen 
next.

• Read the first chapter of Unravel Me together and discuss differences and simi-
larities between the students’ sequels and the novel’s first chapter. 

Evaluation
Let the role play groups discuss the pros and cons of this teaching approach. Ask 
them to list two things they thought were helpful about this approach and their 
two biggest challenges when working with the role plays. Also ask them to list 
any suggestions they may have about how to improve this approach in the future. 
Their notes can be handed in as handwritten or typed notes.
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Teaching Plan
The Arc of a Scythe Trilogy: Becoming 
professional adolescent killers

Reading material
Neal Shusterman, Scythe (2016)

Focus
• What does it mean to be an adolescent, professional killer in a world where the 

act of killing is legitimised for these professionals? 
• How are Citra and Rowan used by the institution of the Scythedom to do 

things they do not want to?

Overall aims
• To define utopias and dystopias.
• To analyse what kind of world is depicted in Shusterman’s series: a utopia or a 

dystopia?
• To analyse power structures related to age, gender and race in the world of the 

novel.
• To identify and analyse the motif of the adolescent killer in Shusterman’s se-

ries.
• To investigate the motivations, thoughts and feelings of the characters Citra 

and Rowan in relation to becoming a scythe. 
• To analyse the narration in Scythe, such as the use of different text types, for 

example the scythe journals, in the depiction of this imaginary world.

Preparations
Before the first lesson: Divide the novel into sections of approximately 50 pages. 

Tasks
1. Introduction (Langer’s stances 1–2)
• Ask the students to read the first page in the novel from the gleaning journal of 

Scythe H. S. Curie and take notes about what a scythe is in the imaginary world 
of the novel. Ask them to analyse the cover illustration121 of their specific edition 
of the book to help them understand the concept. 

121.  The cover of a book is included in its paratext, a concept coined by Gérard 
Genette. Eva Nordlinder defines a paratext as “everything except for the narrating 
body of text […]. The paratext is a transition, threshold or hallway […] between au-
thor, publisher, book and reader [my translation]”. Swedish quotation: “Allt utom 
den berättande textmassan kallas paratexter […]. Paratexten är en övergång, tröskel 
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• Introduce the dictionary definition of a scythe using the whiteboard (see Merri-
am-Webster’s definition: “an implement used for mowing grass, grain, or other 
crops and composed of a long curving blade fastened at an angle to a long 
handle” (“scythe”)). 

• Discuss in pairs why the killers in Shusterman’s novel are called scythes. There 
is an explanation on the first page. Tell the students to discuss this definition in 
relationship to the dictionary definition of the word. Summarise the students’ 
conclusions on the whiteboard. 

• Introduce the concepts dystopia and utopia in a mini lecture. (See the section 
“What is Young Adult Dystopian Literature?” in the introduction of this book 
for inspiration.)

• Ask the students to read the first chapter and make notes in a logbook about 
whether they think the novel is a dystopia or a utopia.122 This logbook will be 
used throughout the reading process. The teacher can choose whether they want 
to use a handwritten logbook or a digital one.

• Briefly introduce the motif of the adolescent killer and its frequency in the YA 
dystopian genre. (See the overview section called “Adolescent Killers in Young 
Adult Dystopian Literature” in Chapter 1 for inspiration.) 

2. Logbook process (Langer’s stances 1–4)
• Tell the students to read one section at a time while working with a logbook. 

After each section, the students discuss their findings and views in discussion 
groups of approximately four students. The students take notes in their log-
books during the discussions and then read the next section. The teacher reads 
the logbooks and provides formative assessment123 approximately three times 
during the reading process.

eller farstu […] mellan författare, förlag, bok och läsare” (70). She highlights how the 
illustration on the cover, as well as the formatting of the title and the author’s name, 
can influence whether a young reader decides to pick up and start reading a book or 
not. Nordlinder argues that our first impression of a book is often a result of what 
the cover looks like (69). Therefore, exploration tied to the first stance in Langer’s 
model for envisionment building can be activated by analysing a cover and a title.

122.  I use the term logbook to denote a notebook in which students can collect 
and express their thoughts about a novel throughout the reading process. The pur-
pose of a logbook is to provide an arena for critical and analytical thought, where 
the students do not have to focus on writing a well-structured essay. Instead, it is a 
space to think things through while writing.

123.  Carol Boston defines the difference between formative and summative 
assessment as follows: “[I]t is important to consider that over the course of a year, 
teachers can build in many opportunities to assess how students are learning and 
then use this information to make beneficial changes in instruction. This diagnos-
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• Throughout the process, these are the questions on which the students should 
focus:
1. Is the world depicted in Scythe a utopia or a dystopia? Find examples in the 

text that support your conclusion.
2. What examples of the adolescent killer motif are found in the novel? 
3. How do the different adolescent killer characters relate to the experience 

of becoming a killer? Do they enjoy it, despise it or have mixed emotions 
about their role as killers? Use specific examples/scenes/quotations from 
the novel to support your argument. 

4. What kinds of oppression exist in this fictional world? Give examples of 
how gender, age and race affect the characters’ access to power. 

5. How is the novel narrated? Whose perspective is it written from? Quote 
some passages from the novel that support your conclusions.

6. What different text types can be found in the novel? What kinds of infor-
mation do they provide readers with? Give at least three examples from the 
novel. 

7. What would you do if you were living in the world of Shusterman’s novel 
and were asked to become a scythe?

3. Mini essay  (Langer’s stances 2–4)
• The students write a mini essay of approximately 1000 words in class, either by 

hand or using a digital tool. They use their notes in the logbook to answer the 
following questions:
1. What kinds of oppression based on age, race and gender exist in the world 

of Scythe? Give examples from the novel.
2. In what ways are the adolescents Citra and Rowan used and/or abused by 

adults throughout the novel? Give examples from the novel. 

4. Art exhibition  (Langer’s stance 5)
• Each discussion group should create one work of art for an exhibition that will 

be displayed for a parallel class and/or the students’ parents.
• Each discussion group must choose a scythe character and depict them in visual 

tic use of assessment to provide feedback to teachers and students over the course 
of instruction is called formative assessment. It stands in contrast to summative 
assessment, which generally takes place after a period of instruction and requires 
making a judgment about the learning that has occurred (e.g., by grading or scor-
ing a test or paper)” (1). Formative assessment is preferably provided both during 
the work process and in combination with summative assessment at the end of 
the work process. It consists of constructive feedback, which highlights strengths, 
areas of development and concrete suggestions for how to improve on current or 
similar tasks. 
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form. In the artwork, they should include adjectives that describe what kind of 
scythe and person the character is. There are no other restrictions on how they 
approach the task, and they may use whatever technique they like (drawing, 
painting, photography or collage, for example). 

• Each group writes a brief text of approximately 100 words introducing the 
character to the exhibition’s guests. The text is displayed next to the work of 
art.

Evaluation
Use the logbook for a brief evaluation of the teaching approach. Specifically 
ask the students how they experienced the combination of logbooks, group 
discussions and artwork.

using depictions of adolescent 
mothers in the classroom

The chapter on adolescent mothers highlights how works of YA 
dystopian literature that use the adolescent mother motif do so in 
ways that connect the mothers’ struggles to protect and raise their 
children in their dystopian worlds to age-related oppression of both 
the adolescent mothers and their children. This is the sense in which 
analysing the adolescent mother motif in YA dystopian literature 
incorporates an educational potential for age-related power aspects. 
Adolescent mothers are repeatedly pressured and/or forced to collab-
orate with adults and adult institutions and regimes against their will 
in the YA dystopian texts explored in the adolescent mother chapter, 
because not collaborating would put their child at risk. For exam-
ple, in the Blood Rain series, this is shown by how Elin’s daughter is 
taken from her mother during their imprisonment by the dystopian 
regime, to force Elin to reveal crucial political information about the 
rebels. 

The kinds of oppression that the mothers face in the three case 
studies are extreme. Nonetheless, they mirror how adolescent moth-
ers can be used and abused in non-fictional societies, and how be-
ing an adolescent mother in a society that does not view you as old 
enough to be a parent poses challenges, even if the circumstances for 
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raising your child are otherwise benign. Thereby, in a similar vein to 
the motif of the adolescent killer, the educational potential of the 
motif of the adolescent mother lies in the exaggerations of the vul-
nerability of the young mothers and their children and how it illus-
trates some of the hurdles of being a young mother in non-fictional 
societies. 

The topic of adolescent mothers may not be quite as controversial 
as adolescent killers, but considering the level of policing of adoles-
cents’—especially girls’—bodies and sexual activity in contemporary 
society, it may also be regarded as a taboo subject. Teachers thus need 
to approach the topic with a clear plan for dealing with it. Concep-
tions about sexuality and sexual activities are strongly connected to 
gender, often highlighting gender stereotypes about what it means to 
be female, male, non-conforming to a binary conception of gender, 
etcetera. Therefore, teaching approaches that focus on the motif of 
adolescent mothers can provide many opportunities for discussing 
gender issues. When the mother is an adolescent, the gender aspect 
is combined with assumptions about what a young person should/
should not do and is able to do. 

Apart from gender and age, the intersections with other power 
categories that position adolescent mother characters differently in 
relation to their dystopian societies can support an analysis of how 
ethnicity and perceived (dis)ability, for example, affect an individu-
al’s opportunities to make decisions about their life. In this sense, 
the educational potential of the adolescent mother motif is not only 
applicable to age and gender, but to other power categories too. 

The main issue addressed in my suggested teaching approaches 
for Baggott’s Lyda Mertz in the Pure trilogy, Frey and Johnson-Shel-
ton’s Shari Chopra in the Endgame trilogy and Wahl’s Elin Holme 
in the Blood Rain series is how the characters of young mothers 
highlight age-related and other power structures in their dystopian 
worlds. To work through these questions, the students must know 
about oppression in non-fictional societies, as well as have the ability 
to compare it with equivalents in the depicted dystopian societies. 
They thus require knowledge of the allegorical function of YA dysto-
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pian literature. Table 6, below, summarises the age-related ideologies 
that I identified in the chapter about the adolescent mother motif. In 
designing the tasks, I have attempted to support a discussion about 
some of the ideologies in relation to each series.

Table 6: Ideologies about adolescent mothers and age

Ideology Present in
Children need to be protected 
from adult dystopian regimes by 
adolescent mothers and their allies 
(adolescents and/or adults) because 
of their vulnerability. 

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy 
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 

series]
Children need to be protected 
from the oppressive institutions 
of dystopian regimes, since these 
institutions cannot be trusted to 
consider the needs of children.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy 
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 

series]
The younger generation needs a 
safer society than the current one.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy 
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 

series]
Being an adolescent mother entails 
being prepared to risk—and even 
sacrifice—your own life for your 
child.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy 
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 

series]
The adolescent mother has to rebel 
against the adult-led dystopian 
society to protect her child from 
harm and create a better society for 
her child.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy 
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The adolescent mother needs to 
gain political power within the 
current political system to protect 
her child from harm and create a 
better society for her child.

• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 
series]

It is amoral and unacceptable to 
turn an innocent child into a pawn 
in a political conflict.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 

trilogy
Adult power abuse of children is 
amoral and unacceptable.

• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 
series]

Single motherhood puts extra 
pressure on the adolescent mother 
to protect her child from harm in a 
dystopian society.

• Baggott, The Pure trilogy 
• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 

series]

It can be necessary to use lethal 
force to prevent your child from 
being killed in a dystopian world.

• Frey & Johnson-Shelton, The Endgame 
trilogy 

• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 
series]

Being a killer makes you unfit to be 
a mother.

• Wahl, Blodregns-serien [The Blood Rain 
series]

The teaching plans for the Pure trilogy, the Endgame trilogy and the 
Blood Rain series are presented below.

Teaching Plan
The Pure Trilogy: Protecting yourself and your 
unborn child from a dystopian world
Reading material
• Julianna Baggott, Pure (2012)
• Julianna Baggott, Fuse (2013)124

124.  I have included the first two books in this teaching plan, since Lyda does 
not get pregnant until the second book, but the world that she lives in and which 
affects her experience of pregnancy are comprehensively introduced in the first 
book. If there is not enough time to include both books, I suggest using a few ex-
cerpts from the first book to depict the gender and age-related power structures of 
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Focus
• How does becoming pregnant affect an unmarried adolescent girl in a patriar-

chal dystopian world? 
• In what ways does Lyda’s pregnancy lead to power abuse by adults?

Overall aims
• To discuss how female and male characters are depicted in YA dystopian liter-

ature.
• To analyse power structures related to age and gender in the world of the tril-

ogy.
• To identify and analyse the motif of the adolescent mother in Baggott’s series.
• To investigate the motivations, thoughts and feelings of the character of Lyda 

about her pregnancy.
• To compare how the adolescent mother Lyda is treated in her dystopian society 

with views on adolescent mothers in the student’s society.

Preparations
• Before the first lesson: divide the novels Pure and Fuse into sections of approx-

imately 50 pages each. 

Tasks
1. Introduction (Langer’s stance 1)
• Write the title of the first book, Pure, on the whiteboard. Let the students dis-

cuss in pairs what this word makes them think about. They should provide one 
guess about the kind of topic(s) the book deals with.

• Search for some different covers of the novel Pure on the internet. Show the 
students the different covers. Let them continue the discussion in pairs and 
provide one more guess about what the book is about. 

• Briefly discuss their guesses and their overall thoughts about the different cov-
ers with the class.

• Read the prologue and the first chapter aloud while the students follow the text 
in their own copies. 

• Ask every student to write a brief summary of what they discovered about the 
world of the book so far. The summary is handed in to the teacher.

• Divide the students into discussion groups of approximately four students. 
These discussion groups will work together throughout the teaching unit on 
Baggott’s trilogy. Ask the groups to list questions about the world of the trilogy 

the trilogy or to summarise these aspects for the students. 
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generated by the prologue and the first chapter. This list is handed in at the end 
of the lesson.

• Briefly introduce the concepts of gender inequality and power discrepancies 
between adults and adolescents (with or without an explanation of the con-
cepts of sexism and aetonormativity depending on the age/educational level of 
the students).

• Assign the students the first section of Pure as homework. Also ask them to list 
questions about gender and age that arise during the reading experience. 

2. The world of the Pure trilogy (Langer’s stances 1 & 2)
• Give a mini lecture about gender stereotypes and YA dystopian fiction: 

1. List stereotypes on the whiteboard. Let the students contribute examples of 
stereotypes. Also cover how YA dystopian literature challenges these ste-
reotypes in its depiction of many strong female characters. (See the sections 
“Aspects of Power” in the introduction and “Girls on Fire” in Chapter 3 for 
inspiration.)

2. Briefly discuss Katniss Everdeen from a gender perspective. Highlight 
stereotypically male and stereotypically female traits. Most students will 
be familiar with Katniss from either the book or the movie version of The 
Hunger Games trilogy, so she is a good character to use for exemplifying 
gender stereotypes. 

• Ask the students to read the questions they have listed while reading the first 
section of the book aloud for the other members of their discussion group.

• The students should pick three or four questions they want to discuss from all 
the questions listed by the group members. The questions must be related to 
gender and/or age. The students’ task is to discuss these questions and com-
pare the world of the trilogy with their society’s view of how power should 
be divided between different genders and ages. Each group assigns one chair 
and one secretary. The former leads the discussion and the latter takes notes to 
be handed in at the end of the lesson. The teacher can ask for handwritten or 
typed notes. The teacher moves between the different groups and listens and, 
after the lesson, the teacher reads the groups’ notes and provides a brief forma-
tive assessment. The students may need scaffolding in the form of reminders to 
focus on gender and age, as well as additional information about concepts such 
as patriarchy, sexism and aetonormativity.

• End the lesson with an art session. Each student draws and/or paints the world 
of the book, creating a map of the world. This kind of map is very common 
in the fantasy genre, but can fill a similar function in YA dystopian literature: 
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visualising the imaginary world of the characters.125 At this point the students 
may not be able to include many details, but they will be able to continue 
working on their art projects throughout the reading process and add new de-
tails to their map.

• Repeat the whole process in the discussion groups, starting with the students’ 
discussions of their questions after each section of the Pure novel. Assign a new 
chair and secretary each time. Give the students the opportunity to add more 
details/revise/redraw their map of the world of the novel after each section.

3. Speech about a character from the novel (Langer’s stances 2 & 4)
• Tell each student to pick one adolescent character from Pure. 
• In a brief speech of approximately 5 minutes, the students should discuss how 

gender and age affect their chosen character’s access to power in the dystopian 
world of the novel. What are they able to do, and what kind of restrictions/
rules are they expected to follow because of their gender and/or age? They 
should also discuss which stereotypically male and female characteristics the 
character displays. Follow these steps:
1. Give the students time to write their speech over one or more lessons.
2. Homework: rehearse the speech and time it.
3. Give the speech to the rest of the class.
4. The other students write down one question for each presenter on a post-it 

note and put it in a hat. 
5. The presenter picks one post-it note and answers the question after their 

speech. 
• The teacher provides written feedback for each student. This feedback should 

be formative assessment, which aims to support the development of the stu-
dent’s critical thinking and oral presentation skills.

4. Group discussions about the adolescent mother motif in Fuse (Langer’s stances 
1, 2 & 4)

• Work according to the established process in the discussion groups, with one 
assigned chair and one secretary, but instead of listing their own questions, the 
students should now look for clues and answers to the questions below during 
the reading process. They will be able to answer some of the questions early on, 
but many of them are not raised until later in the novel. After each discussion 
session, the teacher reads the notes and provides brief formative assessment of 
their discussion.
1. In what ways is the adolescent mother motif present in the novel? 

125.  A map like this is included in the Gone series (2008–2013) by Michael 
Grant.
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2. How does Lyda react when she finds out that she is pregnant?
3. How do other characters in the novel react to her pregnancy?
4. In what ways are Lyda’s independence and actions restricted by the dystopi-

an society she lives in 
a) before she gets pregnant,  
b) after she gets pregnant?

5. How do views about how a girl or an adolescent should behave affect Lyda’s 
life after she becomes pregnant?

6. Why does Lyda feel she has to protect her unborn child from harm?
7. Compare Lyda’s reactions to the pregnancy with Partridge’s reactions. Can 

Lyda rely on him to be a good father for her child?

5. Comparison speech about adolescent mothers in the Pure trilogy and reality 
(Langer’s stances 3 & 4)

• In a brief speech of approximately 5 minutes, the students should discuss Ly-
da’s situation as an adolescent mother in the trilogy. They need to explain how 
she experiences being pregnant, how the dystopian society controls her before 
and after she has become pregnant, and compare her situation as an adolescent 
mother to equivalents in their own society. 
1. Give the students time to research the situation for adolescent mothers in 

their own society during lessons.
2. Devote one lesson to writing the speech. The speech is handed in to the 

teacher after the task is finished. It can be handwritten or typed.
3. Homework: rehearse the speech and time it.
4. Present the speech to the rest of the class.
5. The other students must ask the presenter questions. Decide on a minimum 

number of questions each student should ask during the presentation ses-
sion as a whole. 

6. The teacher provides written formative assessment to each student and 
grades the speech. 

Evaluation
Give the students the opportunity to evaluate the teaching approach individually 
and anonymously in writing, using a digital evaluation sheet. Ask them what they 
found most rewarding and most challenging about the tasks. Ask them to suggest 
improvements to the teaching approach.
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Teaching Plan
The Endgame Trilogy: Protecting a magical child from harm
Reading material
James Frey & Nils Johnson-Shelton, Endgame: The Calling (2014)
James Frey & Nils Johnson-Shelton, Sky Key: An Endgame Novel (2015)126

Focus
• How do different Players deal with the moral dilemmas of Endgame? 
• In what ways does Shari’s position as an adolescent mother affect how she 

approaches Endgame, with its goal of killing all the other Players to save your 
own people from extinction?

Overall aims
• To be able to identify genre traits from YA dystopian literature, fantasy and 

science fiction in the first two Endgame books.
• To analyse power structures related to age, gender, ethnicity and class in the 

world of the trilogy.
• To identify and analyse the motif of the adolescent mother in the Endgame 

trilogy. 
• To identify and analyse the motif of the adolescent killer in the Endgame trilo-

gy.127 
• To analyse the different Players’ thoughts, feelings and reactions to the rules of 

Endgame. 
• To analyse the narration of the novel: from whose perspective is the narrative 

told? How does the choice of this kind of narration affect the reading experi-
ence?128 

126.  The first two books are included in this teaching plan, since the depiction 
of Shari’s position as an adolescent mother is deepened and becomes more com-
plicated in the second book. An alternative to using both books is to work with 
excerpts and a mind map of the overall storyline of the first book and to focus on a 
close reading of the second book.  

127.  In Shari’s case, the depiction of her motherhood is so directly linked to the 
presence of the adolescent killer motif in the trilogy that it is necessary to investi-
gate how these motifs are related in order to understand the choices she makes in 
the role of an adolescent mother. 

128.  The concept of focalisation can be introduced if the class is ready to be 
taught more complex literary concepts. According to Burkhard Niederhoff’s entry 
in The Living Handbook of Narratology (entry posted 2011, revised 2013), “[fo]caliza-
tion […] may be defined as a selection or restriction of narrative information in 
relation to the experience and knowledge of the narrator, the characters or other, 
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Tasks

1. Introduction (Langer’s stance 1)
• Read the prologue (pages ix–x) aloud together.
• List the rules of Endgame on the whiteboard.
• Let the students discuss in pairs the dilemma of having to kill some people 

to save the rest. Ask them to imagine they are Players: what would they do in 
this situation? Summarise the groups’ conclusions together with the rest of the 
class.

• Introduce the tasks that the students will work with in relation to the Endgame 
books and give them a list of the tasks, so they can cross things out once a task 
is completed. The students will work independently with the different tasks 
with the support of the teacher and a digital learning platform. 

• Let the students individually watch a pre-recorded mini lecture on the defining 
genre traits of YA dystopian literature. (See the section “What is Young Adult 
Dystopian Literature?” in the introduction for inspiration on what to touch on 
in the lecture.) The teacher answers the students’ questions. 

• When each student finishes with the lecture, they move on to reading the 
book. 

2. Individual work, list of tasks (Langer’s stances 1–4)
a) Watch the mini lecture about fantasy literature. Write down the three most 

important facts you learned during the lecture and hand in your notes to your 
teacher.

b) Watch the mini lecture about science fiction literature. Write down one ques-
tion for your teacher that you think needs clearer explanation. The teacher 
collects this information and records a brief message for the students, explain-
ing these aspects in a bit more depth.

c) Read the first novel, The Calling. Throughout the reading process you should 
list information about the different characters. List their character traits, their 
view on having to kill because of Endgame and their power position in society 
(class, gender, race, age, ethnicity, mental health, etcetera). Hand in your notes.

d) Quiz time: Pick one character and select a song that you think fits your char-
acter. Write a brief comment for your teacher explaining why you picked that 
song. For one lesson, your teacher will divide you into groups of approximately 

more hypothetical entities in the storyworld” (Paragraph 1). In essence, a focaliser 
is a character or narrator through whom the actions in a narrative are experienced. 
Questions that can be used to identify the focaliser include “Who sees a certain 
event?”. The same focaliser can be used throughout a whole novel or it can switch 
throughout the narrative.
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four students. Your teacher will play the song and have the groups guess who it 
refers to. You may have to give clues to your fellow students. 

e) Wiki: Pick one of the characters and write a wiki129 entry about them. Post your 
entry in an open discussion forum for the rest of the students. 

f) Comment on another student’s wiki entry. You need to pick someone who has 
written about a different character. Write feedback to your fellow student about 
the content of the entry and the structure of the post. State both what is good 
and what can be developed further. Questions to consider: Is the description of 
the character accurate? Are any important pieces of information missing? Does 
the entry start with a brief introduction? Are the conclusions summarised at 
the end of the entry?

g) Revise your entry using the peer feedback. Post the updated wiki entry.  
h) The teacher grades the task and then collects all entries into a wiki. The wiki 

entries are pinned to the wall of the classroom and other students and/or par-
ents are invited to view and read OR the entries are made available digitally 
using a class blog, for example.

i) Formal essay: Read the second Endgame novel, Sky Key. Take notes during the 
reading process on events and quotations you can use when writing an essay 
on the topics below. The essay will be graded by your teacher. You will receive 
feedback on its content and composition. The essay should start with a brief 
introduction that introduces your topic and a brief conclusion in which you 
summarise your findings. Make sure you include the page numbers where you 
found the information in the novel. 

These are the questions you must cover:
• How does Shari’s age, gender, ethnicity and class affect her access to power 

within the world of Endgame? Compare her power position to another Player 
who you regard as either more or less powerful than Shari.

• In what ways does Shari’s position as a young mother affect how she plays End-
game? Compare her strategy with that of at least one other Player.

• How does Shari try to protect her daughter? Mention at least three examples. 
• Voluntary extra task: Watch the mini lecture about focalisers. Take notes and 

write down a definition of what a focaliser is. Give three examples from three 
different focalisers, where it becomes clear that the narrative is focalised from 
their point of view. Post your response in a discussion forum. Comment on at 

129.  A wiki can be defined as a collective webpage with entries about a specific 
phenomenon, such as a book or a movie. For a description of a wiki, see Laurillard 
195–197. In this teaching plan, I have adjusted the process slightly to fit the aims 
of the unit on Endgame.
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least one other student’s examples. Are they accurate? Clear? What did you 
learn from reading your fellow student’s post?

Written, anonymous evaluation
How did you experience the teaching approach? Which task was the most re-
warding and which one was the most challenging? Do you have any suggestions 
for how your teacher can improve this approach in the future?

Teaching Plan
The Blood Rain Series: Abuse of children and adolescents 
by a dystopian regime
Reading material
• Mats Wahl, Krigarna [The Warriors] (2014)130

Focus
• What is it like to raise a child on your own in a dystopian world? 
• How does this vision of a future dystopian Sweden highlight the ways that 

children and adolescents can be abused by adults?

Overall aims
• To analyse the role of violence in YA dystopian literature.
• To compare how children and adolescents’ rights are disregarded and/or abused 

in the future Sweden of the Blood Rain series and in contemporary society.
• To identify and analyse the motif of the adolescent mother in the Blood Rain 

series. 
• To discuss statements about age-related power structures in the novel related 

to the adolescent mother motif and to explain why or why not the student 
agrees with the statements. 

Preparations
• Before the first lesson: Select a few scenes from The Hunger Games and Divergent 

movies that are available on YouTube and which depict violence and its role in 
YA dystopian fiction.131 

• Divide the novel into sections of approximately 50 pages.

130.  Sadly, the book series has not been translated into English, so is only avail-
able in Swedish. However, the teaching tasks presented in this section can be adapt-
ed to other YA dystopian works. 

131.  Suggested scenes from The Hunger Games movies: Rue’s death, Prim Ever-
deen’s death and Katniss kills Alma Coin. Suggested scenes from the Divergent 
movies: Tris Prior and Four’s fight, Tris fights Peter Hayes and the Erudite attack. 
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Tasks
1. Introduction (Langer’s stances 1 & 2)
• Watch the movie scenes together and ask the students to list the different types 

of violence that are depicted.
• Make a mind map with the students for different kinds of violence in YA dysto-

pian fiction using the whiteboard OR a virtual mind map. 
• Read chapters 1–3 aloud. Discuss who Harald is. 
• Hand out a brief summary of the first book in the series, Ryttarna [The Riders], 

to the students (see my analysis of the book in the section called “Protecting 
Your Child in a Dystopian Sweden” for a summary of vital events related to 
Elin’s role as a mother). 

• Give a brief mini lecture about the adolescent mother motif in YA dystopian 
literature. (See the section “Adolescent Mothers in Young Adult Dystopian 
Literature” for inspiration.)

• Assign the students the first section of Krigarna as homework. Tell them to list 
examples of power abuse directed at children and adolescents by adults. This 
list is handed in at the beginning of the next lesson.

2. Blog writing in pairs  (Langer’s stances 1–5)
• Begin the lesson by dividing the class into pairs. 
• Each pair will be responsible for one blog about Krigarna. If your school does 

not have access to a good blog platform, the students can either post their 
entries on a digital learning platform or hand in printouts that are collected 
as a leaflet at the end of the process. You read their blog posts throughout the 
process and provide brief formative assessment. At the end of the process, you 
grade the whole blog. 

• Instructions for the blog: 
• You and your fellow student have started a blog about the novel Krigarna and 

young people’s rights in the real world. Write the following two posts together 
after you have finished reading the first section of the book:

a) Pick a name for your blog and, in your first blog post, explain why you 
chose this name.

b) Write a statement about the blog’s aims. If you want, include some back-
ground information about yourselves too. 

• Throughout the reading process, write one new post together after finishing a 
section of the book (seven posts in total). Make sure you divide the work even-
ly. For example, one person can be in charge of writing the first draft and the 
other person can edit the post and then you can switch roles for the next post.

•  You must include the following types of posts in the blog, but you decide the 
order you want to write them:
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a) A brief newspaper article about what it is like to be an adolescent mother 
in the world of the novel.

b) An interview with Elin about her experiences of getting captured and 
locked up by the government. Include some pictures that visualise her 
feelings. 

c) An editorial about the role of violence in YA dystopian literature. Discuss 
how you think young readers relate to the depictions of violence in this 
popular genre. Use examples from Krigarna.

d) A list of examples of abuse found in the novel, briefly explaining what kind 
of abuse this is (for example age-related, sexist, class-related, an intersec-
tion between different kinds of abuse). 

e) An awareness-raising article about the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child in which you compare the kinds of adult power abuse found in 
the novel with the listed rights, and exemplify how these rights are not 
ensured in the future version of Sweden in the Blood Rain series.

f) A debate article about whether Elin’s decision to kill the people who invad-
ed her home and threatened her family was justifiable or not. Take a stand 
and try to convince your readers of your opinion.

g) A poem about how you would feel if you lived in Elin’s world. 

Evaluation
Let the students discuss in their blog pairs how the collaboration and blog-
writing worked out. What was hard? What was easy? Which blog post was the 
most exciting to write? The most difficult? Afterwards, the students individually 
write a brief evaluation of the benefits and challenges of collaborating with their 
fellow blog writer. Use a handout or a digital evaluation tool.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I have provided an overview of previous research on 
teaching YA dystopian literature, introduced the concepts of critical 
literacy, narrative imagination and envisionment building, and pre-
sented teaching plans for the six YA dystopian texts that I analysed 
in depth in the previous two chapters. The motifs of the adolescent 
killer and the adolescent mother, as well as genre knowledge about 
YA dystopian literature and different examples of oppression, are at 
the centre of these teaching plans. I have suggested tools for teachers 
who want to actualise the educational potential of YA dystopian lit-
erature for addressing age-related power structures, as well as other 
types of oppression. 

By applying a variety of teaching methods, it is possible to sup-
port the students’ development of their narrative imagination, which 
equals taking on different characters’ perspectives, as well as the 
exploration of their envisionments, which includes the five stanc-
es identified by Langer. This may enable students to expand their 
knowledge of oppression by analysing ideologies in literary fiction, 
which is in line with critical literacy. At the same time, the variation 
of individual, pair and group tasks, written and oral tasks, and dif-
ferent forms of artistic expression, all aim to give students the op-
portunity to express themselves in a way they feel comfortable with. 
The teaching plans suggested in this chapter can be adapted to fit 
other YA dystopian texts. The techniques, such as creating artwork 
that depicts characters and the world of the novels, or writing blog 
posts about a particular novel, can also be applied to other genres of 
literary fiction. 

My hope is that the teaching plans have provided inspiration for 
how to address oppression in a school context, while also highlight-
ing genre aspects of the popular genre of YA dystopian literature. 
The exaggerated power inequalities in YA dystopian literature allows 
the genre to highlight power aspects by shocking readers with these 
dystopian futures’ blatant disregard for human rights, while also un-
derlining how they may not be as different from contemporary soci-
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ety’s way of oppressing groups and minorities as people may think. 
The teaching plans aim to highlight these similarities using a range 
of means and thus suggest varied tools for activating the educational 
potential of YA dystopian literature in the classroom. 
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mothers and murderers in Young 
adult dYstopian literature: 

concluding remarks

Mothers and Murderers: Adults’ Oppression of Children and Adolescents in 
Young Adult Dystopian Literature explores power differences between 
children and adolescents, on the one hand, and adults on the other. 
The corpus of primary texts includes 101 Anglophone and Swedish 
YA dystopian texts and two proto-texts for the genre. Throughout 
the study, I have applied an intersectional approach, underlining how 
the power category of age needs to be analysed in relationship to 
other power categories, such as gender, race, sexuality and (dis)abili-
ty132. I thereby argue that an analysis of age that either regards young 
people and young characters in children’s literature as necessarily less 
powerful than adults and adult characters, in line with Maria Niko-
lajeva’s understanding of the concept of aetonormativity, or as more 
mighty than the adults, in line with Clémentine Beauvais’ concept of 
the mighty child, needs to be nuanced. 

As this study has shown, in YA dystopian literature, children and 
adolescent characters are repeatedly repressed and oppressed by adult 
forces, but they also rebel against and challenge these adult characters 
and institutions. Thus, they are repeatedly empowered and disem-
powered within the narratives. By conceptualising Nikolajeva’s and 
Beauvais’ theoretical positions as two different motifs, the controlled 
child/adolescent and the mighty child/adolescent, this study has in-
terrogated the power relationships between the young and adult 

132.  For an explanation of the parentheses around “dis”, see note 2, p. 18–19. 
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characters in different dystopian worlds. This has been done by ana-
lysing specific adolescent characters’ ability to affect their own lives 
and the dystopian world they live in at specific times in the narrative. 
The study focuses on adolescent killers and adolescent mothers, ana-
lysing how these different motifs are used in YA dystopian novels to 
explore the relationship of power between the young generation and 
the adults.

In addition, the study has identified which ideologies about 
age-related oppression are communicated in specific YA dystopian 
texts through the adolescent killer motif and the adolescent mother 
motif. I have illustrated that YA dystopian literature has the edu-
cational potential to interrogate the power category of age, due to 
its use of hyperbole, in the power relationships between the young 
generation and adults in non-fictional societies. The YA dystopian 
works in my corpus establish allegorical links between future dys-
topian worlds and non-fictional societies. Using extreme examples 
of adult power abuse, the genre can illuminate the power structures 
that dictate what young people are allowed and expected to do and 
how adults’ sometimes well-intended restrictions on young people’s 
freedom can turn into a power abuse in non-fictional societies. The 
study provides six teaching plans that can be used in the classroom 
for working with YA dystopian literature, power and oppression, 
thus incorporating both textual analysis chapters and a chapter with 
practical teaching suggestions. 

The first text analysis chapter on the adolescent killer motif in-
cludes an overview of the nine different types of adolescent killers I 
identified in my corpus. It also includes three case studies for the fol-
lowing protagonists in YA dystopian works: Red in American author 
Christina Henry’s novel The Girl in Red (2019), Juliette Ferrars in Ira-
nian-American author Tahereh Mafi’s Shatter Me series (2011–2020) 
and both Citra Terranova and Rowan Damisch in American author 
Neal Shusterman’s Arc of a Scythe trilogy (2016–2019). An important 
aim of this chapter is examining how becoming an adolescent killer 
affects the protagonists’ access to power in their dystopian worlds. 
An intersectional approach to power, which underlines how differ-
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ent power categories intersect with each other and affect who has 
access to power and who does not, is used throughout the chapter. 
The overall conclusion is that adolescents are repeatedly forced to 
become killers in the YA dystopian literature in my corpus. They can 
either be forced by an adult, or an adult institution that uses them as 
a weapon, or by the dystopian circumstances of the society they live 
in, which may, for example, make it impossible for an adolescent to 
survive being attacked if they do not resort to lethal violence. There-
fore, killing someone does not necessarily equal empowerment. In-
stead, being forced to kill by an adult force is a persistent function of 
adults abusing their power privileges. The adolescents who become 
killers are thus both empowered and repressed by the act of taking 
someone’s life in relation to the adults and adult institutions in their 
dystopian society.  

In the second textual analysis chapter, on adolescent mothers, 
I analyse Lyda Mertz in American author Julianna Baggott’s Pure 
trilogy (2012–2014), Shari Chopra in American authors James Frey 
and Nils Johnson-Shelton’s Endgame trilogy (2014–2016) and Elin 
Holme in Swedish author Mats Wahl’s Blodregn [Blood Rain] series 
(2014–2017). One overarching aim of the chapter is to analyse how 
the position of being an adolescent mother is used to identify and 
to critique aetonormative power structures in a dystopian society. 
These mothers constantly go to extremes to protect both their child 
and themselves from adults and adult institutions that are prepared 
to hurt, abuse and use them for political purposes. Because the ado-
lescent mother is both an adult authority for her child and an adoles-
cent who is affected by how the adults in her society treat adolescents, 
the adolescent mother occupies a liminal position in terms of age-re-
lated power. She is neither the child nor the adult. One conclusion 
from the chapter is thus that paying critical attention to a character’s 
age in an analysis of adolescents’ power position in YA dystopian 
literature is not enough. Age is not a simple binary between young 
people and adults. Instead, an intersectional approach that considers 
the adolescent mother’s (dis)ability, class and job position in society, 
for example, as well as gender norms, is crucial. 
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I begin the chapter on classroom applications by describing 
my own teaching experience and my overall approach to learning. 
One central theoretical underpinning for both my personal teach-
ing profile and the suggested teaching plans is the sociocultural ap-
proach, which emphasises how learners need to interact with both 
their teacher and other students for their learning development to 
evolve. In this chapter, I thus combine my two professional roles as 
an academic and a teacher in the subjects of Swedish and History 
for secondary and upper secondary schools. The overall aim of the 
chapter is to support teachers and trainee teachers who want to ac-
tualise the educational potential of YA dystopian literature vis-à-vis 
age and other power categories in their classrooms. The chapter in-
cludes an overview of previous research on educational aspects of YA 
dystopian literature, a section on my theoretical framework for the 
teaching plans, and the six teaching plans. I also summarise the ide-
ologies about oppression found in my case studies and discuss some 
classroom challenges associated with the taboo subjects of adolescent 
killers and mothers. The theories used to support the teaching plans 
are critical literacy, Martha C. Nussbaum’s concept of narrative imagi-
nation and Judith A. Langer’s notion of envisionment building. 

In this study’s overviews of previous research on YA dystopian lit-
erature, I state that there are not many monographs. Instead, schol-
ars tend to use the article format and essay collections when working 
with this genre. Consequently, there are rich and varied contribu-
tions on various aspects of YA dystopian literature, but the studies 
are generally brief. I want to urge scholars to devote monographs 
to the genre in future research, which will make it possible to delve 
deeper into a genre that is widely read by people of various ages and 
which can provide many insights about the contemporary world and 
the types of futures humanity wants to avoid. The genre also possess-
es many educational opportunities. 

Future research that explores teaching processes for when teachers 
introduce YA dystopian literature in the classroom would be valu-
able, as it would facilitate the leap from potential learning outcomes 
and educational aspects of the novels themselves to what happens in 
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the classroom when students explore future dystopian worlds. Con-
sidering the impact that the environmental crisis and the coronavirus 
pandemic has had and will continue to have on future generations, 
the world of 2021 is, in many ways, similar to the dystopian night-
mares of YA dystopian literature. As the protagonist Red in Henry’s 
novel illustrates, knowledge of dystopian narratives may sometimes 
prepare people for a crisis by demonstrating the necessity for prepa-
ration and for tracking the development of, for example, a pandem-
ic in detail. By analysing young readers’ reactions to YA dystopian 
novels in the classroom, scholars can both give young people a voice 
in academia and compare their analysis of a specific YA dystopian 
text with its target audience’s interpretations. In this sense, the gap 
between adult scholars’ privileged position, one that I occupy, and 
young people, can hopefully be bridged or at least lessened. 

Another area of research I intend to explore further is the depic-
tion of adult roles in YA dystopian literature. In this study, adolescent 
characters have been the lens through which I have approached YA 
dystopian literature, but by focusing on the depiction of adults as lit-
eral or metaphorical monsters, or societies in YA dystopian literature 
without adults, age-related power structures can be analysed from a 
different vantage point. I regard age as a power category in need of 
much more critical attention, not the least because restrictions on 
young people’s freedom and decision-making are viewed as natural 
and necessary in contemporary society. 

As Nikolajeva states, today’s children will eventually grow up and 
become adults. Consequently, they will transition from the non-nor-
mative group, that of children facing oppression due to their youth, 
to the normative group, that of adults with the power to oppress chil-
dren due to privileges that are only available to adults. While Niko-
lajeva focuses on an analysis of children’s and YA literature, she bases 
her argument about the specifics of aetonormativity on how chil-
dren in non-fictional societies will grow up and become the adults of 
the future. On reaching adulthood, they have usually become accus-
tomed to the power that adults have over children, and will therefore 
most likely use and sometimes even abuse the power that adulthood 
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gives them in relation to the new generation of children. Nikolajeva 
uses the adult Harry Potter in J. K. Rowling’s series as an example of 
a young character who finds the adult rules unfair during his child-
hood and adolescence, but who later enforces these rules in relation 
to his three children (“Theory” 18). 

In a different study, I have compared the adult Harry in the play 
Harry Potter and the Cursed Child (2016) with the portrayal of the 
young Harry in the Harry Potter novels (1997–2007). My conclusion 
is that 

[w]hen the previously oppressed become the oppressors in 
Cursed Child, adult normativity re-establishes itself from one 
generation to the next like an ever revolving wheel of power. 
Harry is indeed ‘prepared to oppress his own children,’ just as 
Nikolajeva predicted, and it is in this sense that Cursed Child is 
cursed by aetonormativity. (Alkestrand, “Harry” 55)

The young Harry, who used to challenge the adults and their rules, 
has become an adult who controls his own children and does not re-
gard limiting his children’s freedom as problematic.

In a similar vein, Coriolanus Snow, from Suzanne Collins’ prequel 
to The Hunger Games trilogy (2008–2010), The Ballad of Songbirds and 
Snakes (2020), is initially appalled by how young people are abused 
in the Hunger Games. He even participates in one of the Games 
himself. However, when he sets out to become the future leader of 
Panem, he decides to continue the annual Games: “People would 
call him a tyrant, ironfisted and cruel. But at least he would ensure 
survival for survival’s sake, giving them a chance to evolve. What else 
could humanity hope for? Really, it should thank him” (Collins, Bal-
lad 516). Here, Coriolanus justifies the oppression of children, which 
he formerly regarded as amoral, with the greater good of making 
people better adapted to survive in a harsh world. He thereby decides 
to continue this severe form of oppression of the young and to use 
innocent children to make a statement. The wheel of power has gone 
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full circle and, over time, Coriolanus will become one of the most 
cruel and power-hungry adults in Panem. 

Coriolanus’ justification of the Hunger Games is a frightening 
demonstration of the logic behind adult oppression of children and 
adolescents, showing how the oppressed can become oppressors. 
Most adults—including most teachers—have young people’s safety 
and well-being at heart when they establish rules and restrictions. 
However, the line between protecting the young from elements of 
reality they should not yet have to deal with, on the one hand, and 
the abuse of adult power privileges, on the other, can often be blurred 
and slippery in non-fictional societies. This is the reason why the use 
of hyperbole in the YA dystopian literature I explored in this study 
has profound educational potential for highlighting, interrogating 
and challenging age-related power structures in non-fictional societ-
ies, through the lens of future dystopian worlds. 
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