
A Journal of the Plague Year

A Journal of the Plague Year is an eyewitness account 
of one man during the year 1665, in which the Great 
Plague swept through London.  Its author was identi-
fied only as “H.F.”, a saddler living in the Whitechapel 
district of East London who kept a journal. Defoe in-
tended the book as a warning that the plague in Mar-
seilles might make its way to London and as a handbook 
about what and what not to do in that event. The ac-
count proceeds in a generally chronological sequence, 
with frequent digressions and repetitions and tables 
of casualty statistics. At first the book was thought to 
be a non-fiction work, largely due to the scope and ac-
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curacy of its details and anecdotes. By the 1780’s critics came to realize that De-
foe had combined a wealth of research with his own inventions, so much so that 
his biographer Walter Wilson wrote that “that it is impossible to distinguish one 
from the other”.  As such, it stands as one of the first examples of historical novels.
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Candide

Is this the best of all possible worlds? Voltaire’s Can-
dide doesn’t ask the question so much as he’s force 
fed the answer. Raised in a sheltered environment 
with the words of Liebnizian positivism dropped 
into his by his tutor, Dr. Pangloss, Candide accepts 
that all is for the best. Armed with this sunny be-
lief he leaves the comfort of home for the big bad 
world only to duck and cover as the big bad world 
hits back. He learns one thing for sure: if this is the 
best of all possible worlds, then the Creator is an un-
der-achiever.  Subjected to trial after trial, witnessing 
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the many injustices that are the fact and fabric of the world of experience, Can-
dide learns that one must tend one’s garden. Written in the mid-18th Century 
in the Age of Enlightenment, this brilliant satire delivers an eloquent argument 
in a matter-of-fact voice bathed in the humor that stings with the barb of truth.
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Anthem

joins him. They settle in a house and spend their time reading books discovered 
in the library. They rediscover the word “I”, grapple with love, rename themselves 
Prometheus and Gaea, and make plans for a future in which individuality is re-
gained. Published in 1938, Anthem was re-released in 1946 after the spectacular 
success of The Fountainhead and has since sold more than 3.5 million copies. 

Anthem is set in a dystopian future in which totalitar-
ianism has imposed a strict order based on technolo-
gy and collectivism. The main character is Equality 
7-252, born with a “curse” that enables him to learn 
quickly and ask probing questions. He discovers a 
tunnel in a work area, a remnant from the Unmen-
tionable Times. He meets a peasant girl, Liberty 
5-3000, and falls for her. He rediscovers electricity 
and presents it to the World Council of Scholars. 
Horrified by its threat, they seek to destroy the inven-
tion. Equality flees to the Uncharted Forest. Liberty 
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Utopia

Sir Thomas More invented the word “utopia” as a title 
for his fictional work of political philosophy by blend-
ing the Greek words meaning “no place”.  Raphael, 
a voyager, describes the customs observed during a 
journey to Utopia, a mythical island in the New World 
with representative government and no private prop-
erty. Meals are communal. Everyone wears the same 
clothes and works six hours a day. Men and women 
are equals. Each household has two slaves. There are 
no lawyers. Health care is free. Multiple religions are 
tolerated. Priests can marry, couples may divorce, but 
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premarital sex is punished and adulterers are enslaved.  Written in Latin and pub-
lished in 1516 in Belgium, the book was not published in England until after More’s 
death. Many of the concepts stand in opposition to his beliefs as a devout Catholic. 
Most see it as a satirical commentary on the evils of European society and an influ-
ence on later works such as Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis and Candide by Voltaire. 
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The Iron Heel

The Iron Heel (1908) is considered the first modern 
dystopian novel.  Set in the distant future, the book is 
based on a fictional first person narrative of the rise of 
an oligarchic tyranny in the United States in the early 
twentieth century. The “Iron Heel” monopoly corpo-
rations have forced smaller businesses into bankruptcy 
and farmers and the middle class into poverty and serf-
dom. A privileged class of laborers in essential indus-
tries arises along with a military caste. It lasts for three 
centuries until overthrown by the “Revolution”. The 
“Everhard Manuscript” was written during the First Re-
volt and tells of Avis Everhards’s privileged childhood, 

her marriage to socialist revolutionary Ernest Everhard, the fall of the Iron Heel and 
years of underground resistance.  An introduction and footnotes by scholar Antho-
ny Meredith add depth. The Iron Heel was a forerunner of later soft science fiction 
novels and an important influence on George Orwell and Nineteen Eighty-Four.
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Looking Backward: 2000 - 1887

During the upheavals of the late 1800’s the notion of 
a better social order found expression in utopian nov-
els.  By far the most popular was Looking Backward: 
2000 – 1887, which gained enormous popularity in 
1888.  Julian West, a young Bostonian, enters a deep 
sleep in 1887 and awakens in the year 2000 to a radi-
cally changed world. He finds a guide who explains the 
rationale behind such realities as collective property, 
equal income distribution, fewer hours for harder jobs, 
retirement at age 45 and free food.  Certain innovations 
have occurred that we readily recognize: consumer co-
operatives, credit cards, and a “cable telephone”. Civil 
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litigation has all but disappeared and crime is treated as a primarily medical issue. 
The popularity of the book spawned a movement called “nationalism” and 162 
“Bellamy Clubs” organized to discuss and spread the ideas.  The book was the third 
largest best-seller of its time, surpassed only by Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Ben-Hur. 
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