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Abstract

This dissertation examines the use and effects of women’s voices, precarity, and
commercialism in selected dystopian South African fiction, namely Moxyland (2008) by
Lauren Beukes, For the Mercy of Water (2012) by Karen Jayes, and Selling LipService
(2017) by Tammy Baikie.

All three of these texts have female focalisers whose experiences of precarity can be linked to
their gender. These women also attempt to share their stories with their society despite the
censorship within their societies. For this reason, the analyses of the texts will use a feminist
perspective during the textual analysis. The novels’ societies also all have an extreme
corporate influence which will be discussed following Naomi Klein’s No Logo (2000), which
has not been used previously in literary analysis of fictional corporate control. A discussion
of the elements of hope within the texts will show that they can be considered critical

dystopias.

This dissertation will reveal that the selected texts can be linked through the experiences of
precarity that are partially caused by the corporate influence and control of each text’s
societies. This highlights that speculative South African fiction uses and exaggerates
subconscious fears of corporate influence when creating a dystopian setting, though the
appearance of this influence may differ. It also suggests that women are more likely to suffer
from the experiences of precarity that result from these dystopias. The women do however,
attempt, with some success, to combat this control with varying methods. The chronological
examination of the novels reveals the different appearances this corporate control has taken,
from obvious privilege and downplayed governmental influence, to obvious interference with
the government, and finally, to having infiltrated every corner of society without mention of

an independent government.
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Introduction

Women’s voices in fiction and in reality have often been muted, as they have either been
being prevented from speaking or have had less importance assigned to their words. This is
partially caused by the patriarchal nature of language as suggested by Dale Spender and
others, and it contributes in certain ways to some women’s experiences of precarity,
especially in situations where their requests for help or change are ignored. This is the case in
some of my chosen texts, and this precarity is also influenced by the commercially controlled
dystopias. The importance of women’s voices and commercialism in these dystopias is
suggested by the use of female focalisers, although Moxyland (2008) by Lauren Beukes has
four focalisers, two women and two men. The other two texts are For the Mercy of Water by
Karen Jayes (2012), and Selling LipService by Tammy Baikie (2017). All three authors are
white, female South Africans, which confers a southern African Zeitgeist to the dystopian
worlds of the texts, although only Moxyland specifies its African setting: Cape Town 2018.
Karen Jayes also has connections to other African countries due to her work as a journalist.
The other effect of the whiteness of these authors is that race and racial concerns are not
necessarily overt parts of their texts, while race is still a significant factor in many South
African lives. The legacy of racial segregation does impact on characters and storylines while
remaining almost unmentioned. However, race is not a research focus in this dissertation. In
some senses the main protagonists of the texts are “special” — Kendra has been injected with
nanotechnology, Lerato acts against her corporate bosses for her own benefit, the unnamed
narrator of For the Mercy of Water has extreme determination to report on/against the water
company, while Frith, in Selling LipService, experiences “tastures”: her name for the
synaesthesia that enables her to taste the things she touches. This study will reveal the ways
in which these women characters attempt to ensure their voices are heard, while highlighting

the precarity they experience within the commercially influenced dystopias.

This chapter will begin with brief summaries of each text as specific examples are drawn
from the texts in order to highlight aspects of the theoretical framework. Thereafter, the
discussion of the theory will begin with feminism, then precarity, dystopia, and finally
commercialism, using Naomi Klein’s (2000) observations on multicorporations. The
methodology to be used in analysing the selected texts will be discussed before providing an

overview of the next chapters.



Moxyland by Lauren Beukes has four focalisers with differing experiences of their society,
though all rebel against the corporate control to varying degrees. Kendra is an art school
dropout who signs up to be a Ghost “sponsorbaby” receiving nanotechnology to keep her
healthy that also results in her addiction to the Ghost soft drink. Tendeka hates the
inescapable corporate influence and organises protests against this power. Toby films some
of these protests and finds them a source of amusement. He gets Lerato to help with some
protests despite her position as one of the privileged corporate class. One of Tendeka’s
protests results in the police release of a virus which affects him, as well as Kendra and Toby
who were also in the train station though not as part of the protest. Tendeka dies due to the
virus, while both Toby and Kendra are healed by the nanobots that Kendra sexually
transmitted to Toby. Despite recovering from the virus, Kendra is euthanised by her corporate
sponsors. Lerato, as a Communique employee, works with the government to suppress news
of the state-allowed infection of citizens. After her own illicit activity is discovered, Lerato is
given a choice between death and becoming an online inciter of further protest. Toby
survives the danger of infection due to Kendra’s transmitted healing nanobots, and, having
filmed Tendeka’s death and final speech, he has the ability to determine how Tendeka and the

protest will be viewed by society.

For the Mercy of Water by Karen Jayes follows the journey of an unnamed female writer
who researches an incident in an unnamed valley where water company men are accused of
raping and hurting young girls under an older woman’s care. This society is experiencing a
drought with extremely limited access to water, provided only by the unnamed water
company. Due to the power this grants, water company employees often harm women and
children in their mission to protect and gather water, and they face few repercussions. The
narrator attempts to find Eve, one of the girls who survived and escaped the guards in the
valley, in an effort to share her story internationally. Few other people help the narrator due
to their fear of the water company. After she finds Eve in prison, the narrator records her
story then helps Eve take revenge on one of the guards, before returning Eve to Mother in the
valley. The narrator and Eve both face many instances of gender-based violence, which is

prevalent in their world.

Selling LipService by Tammy Baikie follows Frith, whose synaesthesia makes her different
from other members of her society, prompting her attempts to hide it. In this novel, speech
after the age of 18 is provided only through LipService patches. As these patches are written



by copywriters for certain products/brands, this pre-programmed speech is closely linked to
advertising and commercialism. Frith’s unusual exposure to books as a child leads to a love
of language and a desire to make her own speech rather than use the pre-programmed
patches. After doctors discover her tastures, and after she commits an illegal infraction of
LipService, Frith is given limited access to unbranded speech while working for copywriters
and being used as a neurological test subject. She uses this time to plan a greater rebellion
and, with the doctor’s assistant, Stillwell, rebrands some patches with literary stories. This
causes social chaos and she is arrested. After her trial, she is forbidden access to LipService,
but another copywriter arranges for her to work in the archives as her literary patches have

sparked new interest in the adaptation of stories for use in branded patches.

Using a women’s studies perspective to investigate the selected novels highlights significant
aspects of gender and sexuality in the plots and characterisation. The background to this
perspective will be provided through bell hooks’s definition of feminism before focusing on
feminist literary criticism, from Elaine Showalter’s early identification of differing modes of
criticism to Mary Eagleton’s later definitions of the two schools of criticism. Gayle Greene
provides observations on feminist fiction, and Dale Spender highlights the patriarchal
influence on language which will be especially useful in the analysis of Selling LipService.
Other important feminist voices, such as Susan Stanford Friedman, Toril Moi, Virginia

Woolf, and Audre Lorde, will also be used to add to this women’s studies perspective.

bell hooks identifies a problem in feminist discourse as the “inability to agree on upon what
feminism is, or accept definition(s) that could serve as points of unification” (1984: 17). In
political terms, feminism stresses both collective and individual experience, and should also
recognise race and class oppression as having the same relevance as sexism (25). hooks
further adds: “When feminism is defined in such a way that it calls attention to the diversity
of women'’s social and political reality, it centralises the experiences of all women, especially
the women whose social conditions have been least written about, studied, or changed by
political movements” (25). While women have had their precarious situations studied, often
their precarity still awaits effective change by political movements. The selected fictional
texts all highlight precariousness experienced by women characters in diverse social
conditions, and therefore can be regarded as feminist to varying degrees. hooks states that
“feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression” (26), not an attempt to benefit or privilege

one group of people over others. She further notes that even the most oppressed women,



women like Mother in For the Mercy of Water, do still exercise power, and states that a
significant form of power is the refusal to be defined by the powerful (90). An example of
one other form of power is economic consumption and using boycotts to garner attention.
The fact that hooks highlights this power when a common thread among my chosen texts is
the excessive presence of advertising or corporate power does, to me, indicate a need to
utilise a feminist lens. hooks later defined feminism as a “movement to end sexism, sexist

exploitation and oppression” (hooks, 2000 quoted in Dudley, 2006: 40).

When it comes to feminist literary criticism, Elaine Showalter offers two distinct modes: the
first she refers to as feminist reading or feminist critique (écriture féminine) (1981: 182)
while the second she labels “gynocritics” (184). The first is based on “the feminist as reader”,
essentially a mode of interpretation, which considers the “images and stereotypes of women
in literature, the omissions and misconceptions about women in criticism, and woman-as-sign
in semiotic systems” (182). Showalter claims that the second mode, gynocritics, offers many
theoretical options as the process focusses on the study of women as writers, including the
“history, styles, themes, genres, and structures of writing by women; the psychodynamics of
female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or collective female career; and the
evolution and laws of a female literary tradition” (185). She adds that écriture féminine
includes the concept of the “the inscription of the female body and female difference in
language and text” (185). This form of feminist critique reasserts the value of the feminine.
Showalter observed that this early feminist criticism in general differed according to the
critic’s country of origin (or study): English stressing oppression, French, repression, and
American stressing expression (186). Showalter also adds that an appropriate task for
feminist criticism is to focus on women’s access to language, stating that “The problem is not
that language is insufficient to express women’s consciousness but that women have been
denied the full resources of language and have been forced into silence, euphemism, or
circumlocution” (190), which is clearly part of the issue in Selling LipService although it
affects everyone, not only women. Other theorists, such as Josephine Donovan and Mary

Eagleton, have added to her ideas of feminist literary criticism.

Josephine Donovan identifies gynocriticism as focused on women’s art and development of a
women’s poetics, and therefore rooted in “cultural feminism” that identifies women as a
“separate community, a separate culture, with its own customs, its own epistemology, and,

once articulated, its own aesthetics and ethics” (1984: 101). She then lists the six structural



conditions that she sees as having shaped traditional women’s experience and practice in
most cultures. 1. Women share a condition of oppression/otherness imposed by patriarchal or
androcentric ideologies. 2. Women have often been relegated to the domestic/private sphere
with repetitive, static labour. 3. Household women have created objects for use, not exchange
(for monetary value). 4. Women’s shared physiological experiences (menstruation, childbirth,
breast-feeding) often add to the sense of being bound to physical events outside of the self, as
well as to repetition and having one’s projects interrupted. 5. Childcare is perceived as a role
of women. 6. Differing psychological maturation processes result in women being prepared
for a reproductive role, particularly mothering, while men are enabled to function in the
world of production (101-105). As these all impact on the female experience, one can see
how it has been a historical fact that women have often been silenced in favour of men.
Donovan quotes Lawrence Lipking’s suggestion that “few male theorists have ever had to
confront the possibility of ever having been empowered to speak™ (108), but the creation of
gynocriticism helps enable previously silenced voices to be heard, as it names and identifies
that which hasn’t been labelled or seen before, but also enables women “to see, to express, to

name, their own truths” (108).

Mary Eagleton builds on both Elaine Showalter and Toril Moi in identifying two schools of
criticism: Anglo-American, and French (1991: 6). She describes the gynocritic as the
dominant Anglo-American critic who attempts to discover an understanding of female
identity in authors and characters, with an essential struggle “towards a coherent identity, a
realisation of selfhood and autonomy” (9). Within this paradigm, the author, character(s), and
readers can unite in exploring what it means to be female, and the reader “is gratified by
having her anger, experience, or hopes confirmed by the narrative” (9). The French approach,
labelled “gynesis” by Alice Jardine, focuses on woman as a process intrinsic to the condition
of modernity. This French effect focuses not on woman as a person (or women as the group)
but on ‘woman’ as a writing effect, with ‘feminine’ as a “mode of writing which unsettles
fixed meanings” rather than patriarchally-approved behaviour for women (9-10).
Gynocriticism believes in the author’s control while gynesis focuses on textual meaning
unbound by authorial intention or critical analysis (10). Eagleton then adds that Showalter’s
implied definition of effective feminist writing is that which expresses a personal experience
in a social framework, with the reader’s experience of the authenticity of that experience
granting value to the work (40). While this can add to a reading of female-authored writing,
this is not the only requirement of feminist writing and contributes to why Eagleton seems to
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want more from feminist criticism, as others such as Julia Kristeva and Gayle Greene then

further add to ideas of feminist analysis.

Julia Kristeva (in Eagleton 1991) focuses on the subject position of a person rather than their
biological sex, rejecting biologism and essentialism. She views the feminist struggle as three
tiered: 1. The demand for equality, linked with liberal feminism 2. Women’s rejection of the
male symbolic order, extolling femininity, and linked to radical feminism. 3. The rejection of
the dichotomy between masculine and feminine, which ultimately challenges the notion of
identity (46). Eagleton also quotes Héléne Cixous’s apparent agreement with this: “One never
reads except by identification [...] Inhabiting someone, at that moment I can feel myself
traversed by that person’s initiatives and actions” (121). This identification is especially

important when it comes to works of fiction.

Gayle Greene notes that “feminist fiction is not the same as ‘women’s fiction’ or fiction by
women” but that a novel may be “feminist” for the analysis of socially constructed gender;
this provides the idea that it may therefore be reconstructed, or more relevant to my chosen
texts, “for its understanding that change is possible and that narrative can play a part in it”
(1991: 2). She states that the enabling realism that feminist writers use also constrains them
and results in a sense of both identifying with and being alienated from the tradition (6). This
relation to realism as alienating can provide an understanding of why some feminist writing is
dystopian in nature. While the open ending of the critical dystopia is not a new feature of
dystopias alone, Greene quotes Alan Friedman as claiming the open end “as true to the
contemporary sense of life”” (13), which does grant a closer link to the initial realism. Greene
again suggests a link between the issues of power in contemporary women’s fiction with
questions of language (17). It is interesting to see that she that claims remaining mute (as the
outsider society in Selling LipService does) “is to abandon the possibility of challenging
[patriarchal] ideology”. Cixous and Luce Irigaray then suggest that an alternative discourse
deriving from the female body is necessary, with Cixous defining [ 'écriture féminine as
“writing the female body” as part of a subversion of cultural structures (20). While it is
helpful to recognise that the French idea of feminist criticism and gynesis highlights that texts
can conceal assumptions that affirm traditional knowledge paradigms that feminism should
challenge, my study follows a gynocritical lens in reading the women writers in relation to

each other.



Susan Stanford Friedman argues for a move away from gynocriticism and gynesis and claims
that both terms “have shared an emphasis on sexual difference and a privileging of gender as
constituent of identity” (1996: 14). | believe that this privileging of gender occurs in my texts
and therefore that these terms of analysis remain useful. Friedman argues that the discourses
of “multiple oppression; multiple subject positions; contradictory subject positions;
rationality; situationality; and hybridity” complicate the original formulations of
gynocriticism and gynesis (16), which is why | will also look at intersectionality (to be
discussed below). Rationality, or positionality, stresses the shifting nature of identity and
situationality examines how different aspects of subjectivity become foregrounded in
different locations (19-20). Friedman does however note that the historical factors that led to
the rise of gynocriticism and gynesis still exist, granting continued legitimacy and urgency,
and therefore these discourses will remain imperative until the feminine is no longer
threatened by erasure or appropriation. She observes that the attention paid to gender by
women’s studies and feminist criticism ensures the continuation of feminism as a cultural and
political set of related and diverse projects (29-30). Friedman wants gynocritical and gynetic
projects to interrogate and consider “how gender interacts with other constituents of identity”
(31) as I will do. Friedman concludes by stating the importance of feminist criticism
surviving as a distinct voice while still aiding the formation of new, “complex geographies of

identity and subjectivity” (32).

Toril Moi claims that the impact of feminist criticism is found at a political level rather than
theoretical or methodological, as feminists have politicised existing methods or approaches
(2002: 86), which results in the aid of general feminist statements when analysing texts. Moi
quotes Simone de Beauvoir as saying feminists are those who attempt to “change women’s
condition, in association with the class struggle, but independently of it as well, without

making the changes they strive for dependent on changing society as a whole” (90).

This desire to make changes to society can also be suggested by Dale Spender’s view of
“man-made language” (1990). Spender states that “While the power structure of the
patriarchy remains undisturbed, there is little space and even less credibility granted to the
specific experience of women” (1). She then observes that a patriarchal society results in
learning to ““classify and manage the world in accordance with patriarchal order,” which may
preclude possibilities of alternative ways to view the world (3). Spender labels language as a

“human product” which has been made by, and therefore can be modified by humans (3). She
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believes that because men are in control of language and meaning, women are muted because
their knowledge falls outside of this control (77). An awareness of limitations inherent in
language as well as to falseness and distortions is a beginning from which women’s meanings

can grow (183).

Ildney Cavalcanti states that “futuristic dystopias are stories about language” and that
feminist dystopias use language as an “instrument of both (men’s) domination and (women’s)
liberation (2000: 152). She discusses “verbal hygiene”, which is “basic to the use of language
in the sense that human beings not only use language, but comment on the language they use,
either in order to maintain certain habits or to transform them” (154). Cavalcanti argues that
in “The Cure” by Lisa Tuttle (1987), language is linked to the confining dystopic structure
and this verbal language possesses an “oppressive, colonising ability” (157). This is linked to
feminist fiction due to the “representation of women’s cultural silence” (158). She also notes
that “language is often shown as a means by which social control is communicated and
maintained” in many literary dystopias (166). She further argues that feminist dystopias such
as The Handmaid’s Tale (by Margaret Atwood, 1985) expose gender ideologies that underlie
linguistic contestations (168). Fran Desmet’s analysis of how women were kept in
subordinate positions through the use of language also provides the suggestion of the

precarious situations women are often in, both in fiction and real life.

Virginia Woolf notes that women need “a room of one’s own” in order to write, as they need
the financial support to focus on writing rather than something else, as well as the space in
which to not be interrupted — by men, husbands, or even their children (1929). This focus on
money and space automatically privileges some women over others, others whose stories are
equally as important, and that connects to the importance of intersectionality and raising the

voices of the oppressed or underprivileged.

Rachel Dudley looks at the legacy of Audre Lorde’s introduction of the concept of
“intersectionality” to feminist organisations and theory, defining it at the most basic level as
the “multidimensionality of women’s lives” (2006: 37). Lorde “articulated an experience of
overlapping oppressions [...] [and] called for a multi-issued feminist movement” (37).
Lorde’s identity as a Black, lesbian, feminist, mother, poet-warrior resulted in her refusal to
live a single-issue life due to the ways these identities overlap. Dudley also quotes Kimberlé

Crenshaw’s definition of intersectionality as “a means of capturing both the structural and



dynamic (e.g. active) aspects of multiple discrimination, thus affecting both theory and
practice” (38). An example of the ways in which discrimination can overlap is highlighted in
the term “misogynoir” coined by Moira Bailey in 2010, that describes the misogyny
specifically experienced by black women. The idea of intersectionality is linked to second
wave feminism which was frequently seen as a suburban white woman’s movement while
simultaneous movements by women of colour received less attention, as white women paid
less attention to issues like race, class, and sexual orientation (Dudley, 2006: 38). Audre
Lorde’s status of being marginalised in various ways led to her theory that “explains a

celebration of difference as necessary for a healthy society” (39).

Using this women’s studies perspective will add to analyses of gender within the plots of the
selected novels. This analysis of gender will also reveal a connection to precarity as the
characters in the texts who experience precarity are primarily women. This discussion of
precarity will begin with Judith Butler’s definition of precarity as a political concept.
Thereafter, Susan Banki and Brett Neilson and Ned Rossiter extend ideas of precarity to other
sources and experiences. The difference between precarity and precariousness is highlighted
by Sharryn Kasmir’s definition before providing a discussion of precariousness, as it is also

present in the chosen texts.

Judith Butler (2009a: ii) refers to precarity as a

politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from failing social
and economic networks of support and become differentially exposed to injury,
violence, and death [...] [It] also characterizes that politically induced condition of
maximised vulnerability and exposure for populations exposed to arbitrary state

violence and to other forms of aggression that are not enacted by states.

This definition of precarity refers to the ways in which people live, and Butler gives two
examples of precarious existence: a population near (or suffering from) starvation, as well as
sex workers who face both street violence and police harassment (ii). This definition of
precarity can therefore be seen as applicable to Tendeka in Moxyland, the mute society in
Selling LipService, and if one extends Butler’s definition to include non-governmental
powerful organisations like the water company in For the Mercy of Water then one can argue,
as | shall, that both the villagers (Mother, and Eve) as well as the narrator (as a member of



critical media) do experience precarity. Butler links precarity with gender norms as those who
are perceived as not following gender norms are at heightened risks for harassment and
violence. These kinds of norms show instances of power and who has it, which results in
Butler’s argument that performativity is linked with precarity based on the question of who
counts as a subject. She raises this issue because power relies on mechanisms that can go
awry, undo the strategies of power, and even produce new or subversive effects (iii). The
question of subjecthood can then link performativity with precarity. This becomes clear with
Frith in Selling LipService: when she attempts to perform as a “normal” person within
society, she experiences the standard protection everyone receives; however, once her
synaesthesia is discovered, her performance fails and she is given the option between
exploitation on behalf of the copywriters, or medical exploitation while doctors attempt to
recreate her experience to become part of the LipService patches. Butler quotes Hannah
Arendt’s observation that the “true exercise of our freedom does not follow from our
individual personhood, but rather from social conditions such as place and political
belonging” (vi), which can be reflected in Kendra, Tendeka, Frith, and the unnamed focaliser
of For the Mercy of Water. While Butler links performativity with who can be a recognised
subject — one who is living, worthy of sheltering, and worth grieving — precarious life
“characterises such lives who do not qualify as recognisable, readable, or grievable” therefore
bringing together “women, queers, transgender people, the poor, and the stateless” (xii-Xiii).
The questions Butler raises in summing up this link are: “How does the unspeakable
population speak and makes its claims? What kind of disruption is this within the field of
power? And how can such populations lay claim to what they require?” (xiii). These
searching questions will be seen to apply to the chosen texts. Interestingly, her earlier
Precarious Life notes that “there is the fact as well that women and minorities, including
sexual minorities, are, as a community, subjected to violence, exposed to its possibility if not
its realization” (2004: 20).

Butler’s Frames of War (2009b) adds to these concepts of precarity, and she claims that
precarious populations often must “appeal to the state for protection, but the state is precisely
that from which they require protection” (26). This behaviour is clearly visible in For the
Mercy of Water where communities near water sources lack water, and are punished for
collecting it themselves by both the water company’s violence and governmental lack of
protection. Butler also notes that “Such populations are ‘lose-able,” or can be forfeited,

precisely because they are framed as being already lost or forfeited; they are cast as threats to
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human life as we know it” (31). This threat to “life as we know it” can also be extended to the
mute community in Selling LipService. One may argue that the rural communities in For the
Mercy of Water and the mute community in Selling LipService have gone through, or are
going through, a process of “precaritization.” In Notes Towards a Performative Theory of
Assembly (2015), Butler identifies this process as “acclimatiz[ing] populations over time to
insecurity and hopelessness™ (15). This occurs in the texts through the lack of governmental

(or other) support.

Susan Banki’s paper “Precarity of Place: A Complement to the Growing Precariat Literature”
describes Butler’s definition as an existential one as opposed to economical or intersubjective
(2013: 2). She adds that Laura Fantone’s (2007) writing reminds us that while precariousness
is inherently part of capitalism, the hyperexploitation of women’s labour has always been a
norm in colonial cities. While this may not necessarily be relevant to the chosen texts, the
link of the exploitation of women being in a more precarious situation due to their gender is.
Banki identifies two main types of precarity — labour precarity, and precarity of place — which
share four elements. The sources of both types of precarity stem from the colonial legacy, and
neoliberal economic forces (2012: 5). A second element is the associated anxiety: “precarity
is the condition of ‘not quite, not yet.” That is, not quite poverty-stricken, [...] not quite
homeless, not yet deported or detained” (5). She states that this condition has both practical
and psychological implications, including the difficulty of planning one’s future, a difficulty
that is faced particularly by the narrator of For the Mercy of Water. The third similarity is the
difficulty to identify members of the precarious classes based on existing traditional
understandings of class/status. The final similarity is the “increasing recognition that social
networks can serve to mitigate both labour precarity and ‘precarity of place’” (6). One of the
examples given is that of how migrants’ protection against removal and detention is “the
knowledge and assistance of informal community networks” (6), implying that effective
responses to protecting populations experiencing precarity requires both connections and
creativity. Although not well-intentioned, Tendeka receives aid from *skyward, someone he
met in an online community, in his attempts to better both his personal and his community’s
experience of precarity. Kendra also finds that she relies on others for aid at times — Toby,
and Damian, another Ghost sponsor, and his girlfriend. Banki identifies precarity of place as
focusing “on the existential and practical challenges of being noncitizens and the tightrope

quality of noncitizen life” (7), rather than a manifestation within the workplace. Noncitizen
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life is experienced even by minor characters in the selected texts. This definition of a
precarity of place further notes the “basic quality of life issues associated with permission to
reside” as well as realising that the potential exists for the development of a ““class’ of
individuals, whose needs and goals could directly challenge [a state’s] sovereign power” (7),
as occurs in For the Mercy of Water, and to a lesser extent in Moxyland and Selling

LipService.

Brett Neilson and Ned Rossiter’s article, “Precarity as a Political Concept, or Fordism as
Exception” further highlights the experience of precarity rather than precarity as a stable,
contained empirical object (2008: 63). The authors do however focus on the labour aspect,
and state that “not only the disappearance of stable jobs but also the questions of housing,
debt, welfare provision and the availability of time for building affective personal relations

would become aspects of precarity” (52).

It is important to differentiate between the concepts of precarity and precariousness, as both
are present in the selected texts; in this regard, | follow Sharryn Kasmir (2018).
Precariousness indicates a vulnerable existence, due to human interdependence, and therefore
it is clear that all characters will experience this. Precarity, as stated, above, is a political
situation where marginalised, poor, or disenfranchised people are exposed to economic
insecurity, injury, violence, and forced migration. Precarity therefore can be seen as linked to
a state’s support of its people, and can include arbitrary state violence, as is primarily
experienced by Tendeka. Nancy Ettlinger’s “Precarity Unbound” (2007) by this definition
discusses both precarity and precariousness, and while Ettlinger only uses the term

“precarity”, where applicable, I will instead use the term “precariousness.”

Ettlinger highlights the fact that “precarity lies in the unpredictability of terror, which can
emanate from a wide range of contexts”: domestic and gang violence, authoritarianism in the
workplace, surveillance within production and consumer spaces, as well as social chaos
caused by environmental disasters (2007: 321-322). Although Ettlinger uses the term
“precarity”, this can be seen as “precariousness” when using Kasmir’s definition. This
precariousness “spares no one, haunting even privileged persons who, like everyone else,
cannot escape the terror of disease” (322). The “terror of disease” can be linked to
Moxyland’s rural “outbreaks” of disease which are mentioned fearfully and only in passing,

as well as with the Marburg virus Kendra, Toby, and Tendeka are infected with. The
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repressive surveillance that Ettlinger also mentions is a common aspect of dystopian texts —
present clearly in the police Aitos in Moxyland, the censorship attempts in For the Mercy of

Water, and the control of language in Selling LipService.

Ettlinger repeats what Butler has already stated, namely that otherness, based on gender, race,
citizenship, and even age, and exclusion from privilege plays out differently in different
contexts (322), but also adds that the “everydayness” of precariousness “holds clues as to
how people routinely, if implicitly, develop strategies that permit feelings of certainty and
uncertainty” (325). She suggests three main avenues to withstand the stress of precarity (or
precariousness as the case may be): classification, homogenisation, and legitimisation.
Classification focuses on the differences between groups while homogenisation focuses on
the similarities within groups. Legitimisation then justifies and institutionalises the identities
and power relations created by classification and homogenisation (326). | argue that this
behaviour is shown through the privileging of certain people/corporations in Moxyland and
For the Mercy of Water, as well as through the language patches in Selling LipService.
Ettlinger claims that biopower, “the governance and regulation of a population, takes shape
via classification, homogenisation, and legitimisation” (326), and while governmentality
encompasses biopower, the two are not synonymous. She states that “governmentality
pertains to governance as an art because people are free agents and can resist regulatory
norms” as Lerato and Frith do — Lerato through transferring to new companies and allowing
herself to be headhunted, Frith through her attempts to “misuse” language and the joy she

experiences from these attempts.

Ettlinger continues to say that the distribution of resources within groups can offer relief from
the precarity (or precariousness) of life that may be caused by the constraints created by both
“apparently fixed, hierarchical power relations”, and by the constant potential changes of the
“social, cultural, economic, political, and physical environments” (333). Social
transformation to overcome this precariousness depends on “collective oppositional
consciousness” as well as requiring “individual performances of difference” (333), to become
overt and enable connection — which is a “situation that requires opportunities to negotiate”
(333), as seen by Tendeka’s demonstration at the art gallery. Although he does garner
attention, he is unable to connect fully to his audience who initially believe the act is part of

the gallery exhibition.
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Mark Fisher’s “Precarious Dystopias: The Hunger Games, In Time, and Never Let Me Go”
(2012) focuses on precariousness as an inherent part of dystopian films, though some of his
statements are also true for dystopian novels. He highlights that in these films, precariousness
is not a natural state that the rich overcome but is “deliberately imposed on the poor as a
means of controlling and subduing them” (1); however, I will argue that it is a mixture of
imposed and natural in Moxyland due to both the prevalence of disease and the way in which
corporations have power. In For the Mercy of Water this precariousness is semi-imposed due
to “the company” being in control of the water supply. Fisher then states that in these
dystopian worlds experiencing total domination, “where power has unquestioned dominion
over life and death, then the last recourse for the oppressed [the precarious] is to die on their
own terms, to use their deaths as — symbolic as well as literal — weapons™ (30). Although he
is discussing The Hunger Games, this can be extended to Tendeka’s last request for Toby to
broadcast his death. Kendra is unable to die on her own terms as she is effectively euthanised

by Inatech Biologica.

While this link between precarity and dystopia is helpful in the forthcoming analysis of the
selected texts, dystopia as a literary genre stems from ideas of ‘Utopia’. Lyman Tower

Sargent offers some useful definitions:

Utopia: a non-existent society described in considerable detail and normally located in
time and space.

Eutopia or positive Utopia: a non-existent society described in considerable detail and
normally located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous reader
to view as considerably better than the society in which that reader lived.

Dystopia or negative Utopia: a non-existent society described in considerable detail
and normally located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous
reader to view as considerably worse than the society in which that reader lived.
(1994: 9)

Sargent, quoted in Cheryl Stobie (2012: 368), adds to his definition of dystopia to
conceptualise a critical dystopia as a dystopia that “includes at least one eutopian enclave or
holds out hope that the dystopia can be overcome, and replaced with a eutopia.” I believe that
this can be applied to each of the three texts in different ways to show that they are critical
dystopias. It is interesting to note that Elana Gomel believes that both utopia and dystopia
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“share a dynamic future-oriented modality involving a meaningful change” which can be

either positive or negative (2018: 2).

Peter Fitting’s “A Short History of Utopian Studies” claims that there are evident links
between science fiction and utopia and tracks the emergence of utopia as a genre (2009: 121,
124). Fitting offers Darko Suvin’s definition of utopia as “the verbal construction of a
particular quasi-human community where sociopolitical institutions, norms, and individual
relationships are organized according to a more perfect principle than in the author’s
community” (125). He then notes that the “dystopian turn” dominated the first half of the
twentieth century, but highlights a renewed interest in the 1980s with a “strong pessimistic
current in science fiction” (127). The reason for the mentioning of the links with science
fiction is that some critics have described Moxyland as a cyberpunk novel — a kind of science
fiction. Fitting also notes that a famous critique of cyberpunk is that it uses a dystopian
background simply as a setting, and these types of dystopian texts should be differentiated
from the dystopias which display “some critical awareness of the present, as they attempt to

explain how this dystopia came about” (in Moylan and Baccolini, 2007, 261).

This identification of “the dystopian turn” is first raised by Thomas Moylan’s Scraps of the
Untainted Sky (2000). While all dystopian texts offer “a detailed and pessimistic presentation
of the very worst of social alternatives, some affiliate with a utopian tendency as they
maintain a horizon of hope (or at least invite readings that do)” (147). These that affiliate
with a utopian tendency are developed in later criticism as the idea of the critical dystopia.
Moylan also notes the typical narrative structure of the dystopia — an alienated character’s
refusal of the dominant society — but describes a counter narrative’s development as the
“‘dystopian citizen’ moves from apparent contentment into an experience of alienation that is
followed by growing awareness and then action that leads to a climatic event” that may or
may not change society (147-148). While Frith and Tendeka both follow the first narrative
structure, Toby and, to a certain extent, Kendra and the unnamed narrator, arguably follow
the counter narrative structure, to differing degrees. Moylan then notes Antonio Gramsci’s
observation that the official hegemonic order of most dystopias rests on coercion and
consensus. While the material force of the economy and the disciplinary apparatuses control
society, discursive power resting in “the reproduction of meaning and interpellation of
subjects is a parallel and necessary force” (148). Moylan additionally states that words are
often reduced to propaganda tools, and the dystopian protagonist is generally prohibited from
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using language (149) — something exceedingly clear in Selling LipService, but also apparent
in the censorship within For the Mercy of Water. Something that Moylan notes which again
is clear in Selling LipService is that “by re-gaining language they also recover the ability to
draw on the alternative truths of the past and ‘speak back’ to hegemonic power” (149),
although Frith is not completely successful in her attempts. These attempts to “speak back”

are also noted by Raffaella Baccolini as existing in dytopias.

Baccolini observes that in many dystopian novels, the recovery of history, literacy, and
memory (both individual and collective) are instrumental tools of resistance (2004: 520). She
highlights that critical dystopias show that “a culture of memory [...] is part of a social
project of hope” (521). She continues, saying that even if there is a Utopian hope present, it
does not make a happy ending as “awareness and responsibility are the conditions of a critical
dystopia” (521), conditions I will argue are present in my chosen texts. The open ending of a

dystopia leaves the characters “to deal with their choices and responsibilities” (521).

Thomas Moylan and Raffaella Baccolini (2007: 14) note that “the new critical dystopias
preserve hope inside their pages” (emphasis in original) due to “ambiguous open endings that
resist closure” — this is especially true in Selling LipService. Baccolini later states that the
critical dystopia “opens a space of contestation and opposition for those groups — women and
other ‘ex-centric’ subjects” (166). These subjects are those whose position “is not
contemplated by hegemonic discourse” (166), which forms a link to Judith Butler’s question
of who counts as a subject. In the same text, Phillip Wegner claims that narrative utopias
offer sites for people to think of themselves as communities in new ways (2007: 119), and
although my texts are dystopias, the importance of creating or finding one’s community is
clear: Tendeka’s attempts to guide the children in his area, Frith finding (and leaving) the
mute community, the village in For the Mercy of Water, while Kendra’s and Lerato’s lack of
community leaves them more vulnerable. It is also interesting to note Naomi Jacobs’s
suggestion that standard, rational language “replicates and reinforces the discursive status
quo”; when we ‘derange’ language it “becomes an act of resistance [... ,] a tool for utopian
transformation” (in Moylan and Baccolini, 2007: 237), as it is the same p