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1

This is a book about political theory and science fiction. It is a contri-
bution to a project upon which I have been working for some time, the

aim of which is to introduce students of political theory to the concepts
and issues which are central to that discipline using works of literature
and film, including works of utopian/dystopian literature and science fic-
tion. The book’s primary focus is on the work of Ursula K. Le Guin, espe-
cially The Dispossessed, which was first published in 1974 and received the
accolade of being awarded both the Hugo and the Nebula prizes by the
science fiction community for that year, which is a rare achievement. The
book seeks to explore the philosophical underpinnings of that work, es-
pecially its understanding of the nature of scientific knowledge and sci-
entific progress. It also attempts to draw out the ethical and political im-
plications of that philosophy, as these are to be found in the novel. Its
broad approach is interdisciplinary and it touches on issues which might
also be discussed by students of philosophy (especially the philosophy of
science and moral philosophy) and literature.

Le Guin is, of course, an anarchist, and it has often been said that The
Dispossessed is an attempt on her part to embody the principles of anar-
chism in a novel, and hence that, so far as its political implications are con-
cerned, The Dispossessed is best thought of as Le Guin’s contribution to the
cause of promoting anarchism, or of recommending what Le Guin con-
siders to be the anarchist way of life to her readers. From this point of
view, Le Guin’s text is in effect a work of political theory, where this ex-
pression is used to designate a form of writing the purpose of which is to
engage in speculation about normative issues relating especially to the
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moral or ethical question, oft discussed since it was first formulated by
Plato, of how one ought or ought not to live. Advocates of this reading of
The Dispossessed would be willing to concede, however, that if this text is
indeed a contribution to political theory nevertheless it is a somewhat un-
usual one, given that at the same time it is also a novel, and hence a work
of literature, a product of the creative imagination. Consequently those
who read it must either pay as much attention to such things as charac-
terization, plot, formal literary style, use of dialogue, and so on, as they
do to any abstract ideas or theoretical speculation about questions of
ethics and politics which it might contain. Or alternatively, as Krishan Ku-
mar has suggested, they can and should be willing to simply set aside, as
is often done in the case of Plato’s dialogues, a consideration of such
things precisely because they consider them to be irrelevant for the pur-
poses of students of social or political theory as opposed to students of
works of literature.1

Most, though as we shall see not all, commentators on Le Guin consider
The Dispossessed to be a contribution to the utopian tradition in the history
of political thought and in literature. According to these commentators
The Dispossessed is a literary utopia. It is true, they argue, that it is in some
respects significantly different from other works of utopian literature, or
from more traditional literary utopias, not least because it is indeed a
novel, and hence is even further removed from works such as Thomas
More’s Utopia, from the ideal-typical work of political theory, which is (al-
legedly) a purely theoretical treatise containing nothing but abstract
ideas, formally presented (without employments of the various stylistic
devices available to creative writers), which presents an argument the
purpose of which is to answer some important normative question or
other. However, despite these differences, it remains a literary utopia
nonetheless, albeit of a new kind. Indeed, it is often suggested that The
Dispossessed is a major contribution to the reinvention or revival of
utopian writing which occurred in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, and which was a reaction to a period in which such writing had be-
come unfashionable, and in which those authors with an interest in
utopian/dystopian political thought tended to produce literary dystopias
rather than utopias, for example texts like Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s Brave
New World, and Orwell’s 1984, which are often considered to be dystopian
in the sense of being anti-utopias. A number of expressions or descriptive
labels have been used in an attempt to capture the significance of this de-
velopment, but perhaps Tom Moylan’s description of The Dispossessed as
a new form of “critical utopia” is probably the best one. It is certainly the
one most commonly cited in the secondary literature on Le Guin.

Those who think about The Dispossessed in this way tend to associate the
utopian impulse with a desire to improve existing society morally or to
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make it better. It is the impulse to question and criticize society in the light
of some moral or ethical ideal. It should be noted that this is a broad un-
derstanding of the idea of utopia, one which does not associate it with
that of a perfect or ideal society. According to this understanding all nor-
mative theorizing and questioning of existing society must be considered
to be utopian. Nor is this way of thinking about the notions of utopia and
the utopian necessarily associated with that of impracticality, unless, of
course, it is assumed at the outset (as arguably Nietzsche thought) that the
very idea that anyone could act morally or virtuously or altruistically, out
of concern for the well-being of others rather than one’s own self-interest,
is itself an impractical one.

One of the distinctive features of the present work is that it seeks to
question the interpretation of The Dispossessed and its significance pre-
sented above by suggesting that, despite her personal commitment to the
cause of anarchism, so far as questions of ethics and politics are concerned
there is, nevertheless a decidedly conservative dimension to Le Guin’s
writing, and perhaps even her philosophical outlook more generally,
which has been overlooked by most commentators on her work, though
not all.

This book is not only about the work of Le Guin. It also spends some
time, at various points, discussing the work of H. G. Wells, who laid the
foundations for the development of science fiction as a genre in the twen-
tieth century, and who was an important influence on most if not all of
those contributors to the genre who followed him, including Le Guin. A
number of issues with which we shall have to deal, and which are impor-
tant for understanding certain aspects of Le Guin’s work, were first dealt
with by Wells.

Having spent some time researching and writing about the writings of
Zamyatin and Le Guin independently of one another, I have come to the
conclusion that for anyone wishing to understand Le Guin it is extremely
fruitful to relate her work to that of Yevgeny Zamyatin. Consequently, in
addition to Wells, the book also devotes quite a lot of time and attention
to the views of Zamyatin, whose name comes up frequently. I argue that
a fruitful way of introducing a discussion of Le Guin’s views about a
number of subjects, including issues in the philosophy of science on the
one hand and ethics and politics on the other, is to consider them as a re-
action to those of Zamyatin. Le Guin refers explicitly to Zamyatin on a
number of occasions in her essays, and allusions to his work can also be
found in her short stories and in her novels. Indeed, the core theme of Le
Guin’s The Dispossessed is that of the nature of science and scientific
knowledge and the role of science and scientists in society, or the ethical
and political implications of developments in science and technology. In
particular The Dispossessed has to do with the ethical dilemmas confronted

Introduction 3



by those individual scientists (often considered to be “geniuses”) who are
the immediate architects of all scientific progress, the novelty of whose
thinking brings them into conflict with the conventionally accepted wis-
dom of their own society. Zamyatin refers to such individuals as the
“heretics” of science and I argue that this is a theme which Le Guin in-
herits from him. Like Galileo, the central character of The Dispossessed, the
brilliant physicist Shevek, is a “heretic” in the specific sense in which Za-
myatin employs the term.

Broadly speaking, then, although this book is about philosophy and
politics in the writings of Le Guin, much of it is a consideration of themes
which are to be found in the work of both Zamyatin and Le Guin—espe-
cially where there is evidence to suggest that Le Guin inherited the theme
in question from the work of Zamyatin. I will seek to explore the similari-
ties which exist between the works of these two authors where they exist.
At the same time, however, I shall also say something about the important
differences which exist between Le Guin and Zamyatin, either because Le
Guin incorporates a theme which is absent in the work of Zamyatin, or
because although it is present, nevertheless it is understood in a different
way by Le Guin from the way in which it is understood by Zamyatin. The
general line I shall take throughout is that although with respect to any
particular theme there is good reason to think that Le Guin has been in
some way inspired by the earlier work of Zamyatin, nevertheless she is
also quite critical of the way in which Zamyatin deals with the theme in
question, or the conclusions which he draws from his engagement with it.
In these cases, Le Guin tends not to reject the views of Zamyatin outright.
On the contrary, she considers them to be an important aspect of “the
truth” so far as the theme in question is concerned. At the same time,
however, she recognizes the limitations of Zamyatin’s thought, and of his
way of dealing with the theme in question. Hence, she seeks to incorpo-
rate what is of value in Zamyatin’s ideas into her own account, which,
therefore, goes beyond Zamyatin’s whilst at the same time preserving
those elements of Zamyatin’s ideas which Le Guin considers to be valu-
able.

With one recent exception, namely Phillip Wegner’s Imaginary Commu-
nities: Utopia, the Nation and the Spatial Histories of Modernity, which was
published in 2002 and contains a chapter entitled “A Map of Utopia’s
‘Possible Worlds’: Zamyatin’s We and Le Guin’s The Dispossessed,”2 it ap-
pears not to have been generally recognized by commentators that Le
Guin’s science fiction is heavily indebted to the work of Yevgeny Zam-
yatin, and especially to Zamyatin’s We. Wegner’s book is, perhaps, the
one significant exception to the generalization that commentators on Le
Guin have largely ignored her relationship to Zamyatin. It will, however,
become clear in this and in later chapters of the present work that my own
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reading of Zamyatin’s We, of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, and of the rela-
tionship which exists between the two texts, is quite different from that of
Wegner. If people were to think about it at all, the conventional under-
standing of the relationship between the two texts would probably be to
say that Zamyatin’s We is a dystopian text and that Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed is a utopian text, at least of some kind. In his book Wegner chal-
lenges this view, but only insofar as it touches on the work of Zamyatin.
He does so by suggesting that Zamyatin’s We is an example of a literary
utopia and not a dystopia, as is often (in his opinion) erroneously thought.
In Wegner’s view, therefore, both of these texts are literary utopias. In-
deed, Wegner refers to them as “these two great narrative utopias” of the
twentieth century.3 The interpretation presented below might also be
thought of as challenging what probably would be the conventional view
of the relationship between Zamyatin and Le Guin but in a different way
from that of Wegner, by arguing that it is better to think of these two texts
as being neither utopias nor dystopias, but as novels dealing with the
themes of utopianism and/or dystopianism in politics. The significance of
this will be explained later.

My reading of the relationship of Le Guin to Zamyatin might be
thought of as a part of a wider project relating the work of Ursula K. Le
Guin to both that of Zamyatin and Dostoevsky. Whenever a commentator
chooses to discuss the work of three different thinkers this immediately,
of course, creates a triangular framework of possible relationships, in this
case the relationship between Dostoevsky and Zamyatin; that between
Zamyatin and Le Guin;4 and finally that between Le Guin and Dosto-
evsky. Quite a lot has been written about the first of these.5 Relatively lit-
tle has been said about the second or the third, despite the fact that in the
case of the third it is evident that Le Guin owes quite a lot to Dostoevsky,
if only negatively, because of what in his work she rejects.6 Indeed, as
more than one commentator has noted, Le Guin’s The Dispossessed might
be seen as a response to the implicit critique of anarchism which is to be
discerned in Dostoevsky’s own work The Possessed.7 I shall say one or two
things about Le Guin, Dostoevsky, and what Irving Howe has referred to
as the “political novel” in chapter 6. However, where relevant, my main
focus throughout will be the relationship between Le Guin and Zamyatin.

Both Zamyatin and Le Guin have very clear philosophical beliefs con-
cerning the nature of knowledge in general and of scientific knowledge in
particular. They also have definite ideas about morality or ethics. And in
each case there is a close relationship between the two. It is Zamyatin’s
epistemological skepticism which leads to his nihilism, and hence to his
commitment to a certain kind of anarchism associated above all with a
certain interpretation of the philosophy of Nietzsche. Similarly, it is Le
Guin’s rejection of skepticism and her (arguably idiosyncratic) belief in
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the possibility of objective scientific knowledge, which inspires her rejec-
tion of nihilism, and her distinctive approach to the fundamental prob-
lems of ethics and politics. In this area Le Guin’s thinking seems to me to
be based on the assumption that there is such a thing as a natural moral
law. It is this assumption, in turn, which provides the basis for Le Guin’s
commitment to her own form of (ethical) anarchism. If Zamyatin and Le
Guin are both anarchists, then, they are nevertheless anarchists of a quite
different type. Zamyatin is an anarchist in the tradition which begins with
Max Stirner and runs through Nietzsche to that form of anarchism today
which has been variously referred to as “postmodern anarchism,” “post-
structuralist anarchism,” or simply “post-anarchism.”8 Despite recent ef-
forts by a number of commentators to develop a constructive postmodern
or poststructuralist ethics, which I discuss in chapter 7, in my opinion this
recent form of anarchism is to be associated with skepticism in episte-
mology and nihilism in ethics and politics. Le Guin, on the other hand, is
a social anarchist. She rejects the notions of skepticism, so far as questions
of knowledge are concerned, and nihilism in ethics, and embraces the
quite traditional idea that there is such a thing as human nature, and that
by nature man [sic] is a social and political animal, or a moral being. In
short, whether one is talking about questions in science and philosophy,
on the one hand, or ethics and politics on the other, her outlook is not that
of contemporary poststructuralism or postmodernism. If one must em-
ploy temporal categories to characterize this outlook, then it would be
more accurate to say that it is “modern” rather than “postmodern.” In-
deed, it has a striking affinity with the classical anarchism of the nine-
teenth century, as this is to be found in the writings of such figures as
Bakunin and Proudhon. Although, I hasten to add, I do not wish to imply
that Le Guin would be willing to endorse all of the beliefs of these two
classical anarchists, especially those of Bakunin.

I have said that both Zamyatin and Le Guin are anarchists, and there is
a sense in which this is obviously correct—but, even so, it not entirely ac-
curate. For it must not be forgotten that they are also creative writers, nov-
elists—and this, as we have seen, complicates matters somewhat. In Le
Guin’s case the reason for this, as we shall see, has to do with her under-
standing of what the task of the novelist actually is. Central to my argu-
ment that there is a surprising conservative dimension to Le Guin’s work
is a distinction which, following a lead provided by Yevgeny Zamyatin
and Georg Lukács, I make between what I shall refer to as two “Le
Guins,” or more accurately, two component elements of Le Guin’s char-
acter, namely Le Guin insofar as she is considered to be a political activist
and an anarchist, on the one hand, and Le Guin insofar as she is consid-
ered to be a novelist or a creative writer on the other. In an important es-
say devoted to the work of H. G. Wells, the significance of which for any
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interpretation of Le Guin I discuss in chapter 2, Yevgeny Zamyatin dis-
tinguishes between “two Wellses” and claims that it is important to make
such a distinction if we wish to adequately understand Wells’s work and
assess its historical significance. Similarly, and perhaps more pertinently
in the present context, when writing about Sir Walter Scott in his work on
the historical novel, Lukács also distinguishes between two “Sir Walter
Scotts,” one of whom was actively engaged in the politics of his day and
who possessed the ideological beliefs commonly associated with an Eng-
lish Tory in the first half of the nineteenth century, and the other of which
was Scott the artist, or writer of historical novels, the ethical and political
significance of whose work was more complex, and whose writings ex-
pressed certain beliefs which had implications for existing society which
were much more critical than any of the beliefs held by the Scott who was
a small-minded Tory gentleman. In what follows I make a similar distinc-
tion in the case of Le Guin. I shall, however, be presenting an inverted ver-
sion of Lukács assessment of Sir Walter Scott. For in my view, unlike Scott
as Lukács understands him, in the case of Le Guin it is Le Guin the cre-
ative writer and novelist whose outlook might be said to be in some sense
politically conservative, whereas it is the other Le Guin, the political ac-
tivist, whose beliefs might be said to be critical of existing society in
Lukács’s sense of the term.

This reading of Le Guin brings me into conflict with Carl Freedman
who in an important recent work, Critical Theory and Science Fiction, pre-
sents Le Guin as a novelist whose work is “critical” in the sense in which
Lukács considered the work of Sir Walter Scott to be. Indeed, Freedman
argues that there is an affinity between Le Guin’s basic outlook and that
of the “critical theorists” of the Frankfurt School. Although I do not agree
with everything that Freedman says, nevertheless I consider his work to
be extremely important for anyone who wishes to understand Le Guin,
and I refer to it on more than one occasion. This is partly because one of
the core themes of the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, that of the
ethical and political implications of developments in science and technol-
ogy, is one which is also central to the work of Le Guin.9 A second reason
is that, as again in the case of critical theory, I think that a good “way in”
to understanding many of the issues which are raised by Le Guin is to re-
late what she says about them to the philosophy of Hegel. I discuss Freed-
man’s interpretation of Le Guin in some detail in chapters 2 and 10.

This distinction between Le Guin the political activist and Le Guin
the novelist is one which is occasionally (but not by any means system-
atically) made by Le Guin herself.10 For example in her introduction to
The Word for World is Forest, Le Guin points out that in the 1960s she was
associated with “the peace movement” and in consequence, because
she “was in it,” she then had “a channel of action and expression for my
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ethical and political opinions totally separate from my writing.”11 Simi-
larly, in an interview with Jonathan Ward, Le Guin states explicitly that
in general “my social activism is separate from my writing.”12 My reason
for making this distinction in the present work is because I think that it
is extremely useful for anyone seeking to understand Le Guin’s attitude
toward a number of important issues. One implication of making it is
that it allows us to differentiate between the moral or ethical criteria
which might be used to evaluate Le Guin and her conduct as a political
activist, on the one hand, from the aesthetic criteria which might be used
to evaluate Le Guin and her works as a creative writer. For example, I
think it is fruitful to think that it is Le Guin the political activist who is an
anarchist, whereas Le Guin the writer, or Le Guin the novelist, is not. For
there are numerous occasions where Le Guin states explicitly that she
thinks that being any kind of political ideologue, and hence also, of
course, an anarchist, is a bad thing because it gets in the way of one’s ef-
forts to be a good writer. Remarks of this kind evidently contradict what
Le Guin says elsewhere about anarchism.

I am not sure that this contradiction in Le Guin’s character, her life, and
her work could be resolved even if it was felt that it is desirable to do so.
Moreover, as we shall see, there are good reasons for thinking that irre-
solvable contradictions of this kind are a fundamental part of Le Guin’s
general philosophical outlook. They are to be found in both the natural
and the social worlds and, so far as the latter is concerned, are to be found
at the heart of all human existence in society. They are central to what is
usually referred to as “the human condition.” Indeed, it is contradictions
of this kind which generate the ethical dilemmas which, for Le Guin, pro-
vide the novelist with the raw materials for their work. It is not too sur-
prising, therefore, that such a contradiction can be found in Le Guin’s
own life and character. To employ a concept which is important for un-
derstanding Le Guin’s views regarding the aesthetic form of the novel,
this seems to me to be what defines her as the individual “character” that
she is.

For this reason I think that there is a striking similarity between Le
Guin’s general philosophical outlook and the views of Hegel.13 I am in
broad agreement with those recent commentators who have suggested
that it is a familiarity with the philosophy of Hegel, as well as (or perhaps
even instead of) a familiarity with Taoism, which best helps us to under-
stand Le Guin’s attitude toward the problems of philosophy, ethics, and
politics. There are, of course, different readings of Hegel’s philosophy.
This is an issue which I discuss in Chapters 3 and 10. I suggest there that
the reading of Hegel (which I refer to as the Centrist reading) which best
helps us to understand Le Guin insofar as she is a novelist or a creative
writer, as opposed to an anarchist or a political activist, is significantly dif-
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ferent from the one which is traditionally associated with Left Hegelian-
ism. It is a reading of Hegel which has conservative rather than radical
political implications. Consequently, it is a reading which has little to of-
fer a critical theory of society of the kind usually associated with the
Frankfurt School, or with the Hegelian Marxism of aesthetic theorists
such as Georg Lukács.

Le Guin’s interest in fundamental ethical dilemmas is something
which, like Hegel, she has in common with Greek tragic drama. And al-
though Le Guin is, of course, usually thought of as a science fiction writer,
nevertheless I think she shares the view that in some ways works of liter-
ature (whether tragic dramas or novels) are better suited to deal with
complex moral problems, as they impact on the lives of individual “char-
acters,” than formal treatises of moral philosophy, which generally as-
sume that all moral problems are susceptible of a straightforward “ra-
tional” solution, much like a problem of arithmetic or geometry. This is
something which Le Guin has in common with Zamyatin. I hope that the
reader will agree that one of the significant features of the present work is
the fact that it attempts to connect a discussion of the moral and political
thought of the ancient Greeks, especially as this is carried out in tragic
drama, to the analysis of works of contemporary science fiction. If teach-
ing the political theory of science fiction necessarily requires an orienta-
tion toward the future nevertheless, at least in the case of the work of Le
Guin, this task cannot be undertaken without some grasp of the way in
which what are assumed to be fundamentally the same moral problems
have been dealt with by creative writers in the distant past. Again one of
the arguments of the book is that an important mediating link between
“past” and “future” in this particular connection is the philosophy of
Hegel, and his twentieth-century disciple Georg Lukács, whose writings
again I consider to be fruitful for anyone seeking to understand Le Guin’s
views on the novel.

The structure of the book is as follows. In chapter 2, I begin by attempting
to locate Le Guin’s The Dispossessed against the background of the history of
utopian/dystopian literature, a history which, in the twentieth century, be-
came interwoven with that of science fiction. To be more specific I consider
the work of two of Le Guin’s most significant predecessors, H. G. Wells and
Yevgeny Zamyatin. Focusing on an essay which Zamyatin wrote about
Wells in the early twentieth century I argue that this suggests a “quasi-
Hegelian” reading of the history of utopian/dystopian literature, within
which there are just three main phases of development, that of the tradi-
tional literary utopia (which is not a novel), that of the dystopian science
fiction novel, and finally that of the utopian science fiction novel. I sug-
gest that it is this reading which provides the source for the view that Le
Guin’s significance for that history is that she is the person responsible for
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writing the first utopian science fiction novel, The Dispossessed. I also
suggest that there are reasons to question the value of this way of think-
ing about the history of utopian/dystopian literature and about Le
Guin’s place within it, reasons which I explore in more detail in chapters
5 and 6.

In chapter 3, I explore the philosophical underpinnings of Le Guin’s
work. Le Guin has often been characterized as someone who embraces
the outlook of Taoism. This chapter explores what this might be taken to
mean, especially given that commentators seem not to be able to agree
with one another over the issue of what Taoism is, or what it is that Taoists
actually believe. One point made in this chapter is that, as Le Guin un-
derstands it, the outlook of Taoist philosophy is strikingly similar to the
dialectical way of thinking about the world which is more often associ-
ated with the philosophy of Hegel, or with Marx and Marxism. A number
of commentators have suggested that Le Guin’s dialectical approach to
questions in the philosophy of science, on the one hand, and to problems
of ethics and politics on the other, has been inspired more by her engage-
ment with Marxism than it has by her reading of Taoist literature. And
they have done this because Le Guin’s (allegedly idiosyncratic) under-
standing of Taoism is very different from their own. In this chapter I by-
pass any discussion of Le Guin’s relationship to Marx and Marxism and
attempt to relate Le Guin’s dialectical outlook directly to the philosophy
of Hegel. I argue that Hegel’s philosophy has been an important influence
on a number of major thinkers in the history of anarchism, including es-
pecially Bakunin, Proudhon, and Zamyatin. It also provides a fruitful way
of approaching Le Guin’s writings, above all The Dispossessed, insofar as
they touch on a number of important philosophical or metaphysical is-
sues. This is especially true of the way in which Le Guin deals with the
philosophical problems associated with the notion of change and which
are centered around the notions of Being and Becoming, two ideas which
are of fundamental importance for anyone seeking to understand either
Hegel’s philosophy, on the one hand, or the General Temporal Theory de-
veloped by the physicist Shevek, the central character of The Dispossessed,
on the other.

In this chapter I also distinguish between three different possible read-
ings of Hegel, which I characterize as “Right,” “Left,” and “Centrist.” I as-
sociate Left Hegelianism with the radical or revolutionary politics es-
poused by anarchist figures such as Bakunin and Zamyatin and argue
that the reading of Hegel with which Le Guin’s views have the strongest
affinity is the Centrist one, a reading which is reformist in terms of its po-
litical implications, and, therefore, politically conservative, in one sense of
that term.
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In chapter 4, I begin my examination of the relationship which exists be-
tween the views of Zamyatin and Le Guin. After noting some textual
affinities between their writings, I turn to consider their views regarding
the nature of science, scientific knowledge, and the idea of scientific
progress. I argue that Zamyatin’s views on these subjects provide a fruit-
ful way of understanding those of Le Guin, both in one of her earlier short
stories, “Schrödinger’s Cat” and in The Dispossessed. Nor is Le Guin un-
aware of this fact, as she refers in one of her essays to Zamyatin as being
someone who “knows about truth” in this area. I try to show that at least
some of Le Guin’s views are inspired by those of Zamyatin, although at
the same time Le Guin is an original and creative thinker who does not
simply take these ideas up and embrace them uncritically. On the con-
trary, she engages with them, probes them carefully, lays bare their faults,
whilst at the same time incorporating what she considers to be of value
within them into her own work. This is especially true of Zamyatin’s
views on change, which may be associated with the Sequency Theory of
Time discussed in The Dispossessed.

I start chapter 5 by considering the question of whether The Dispossessed
should be thought of as a work of science fiction, in the specific sense in
which Le Guin understood this term in the 1970s, especially in her im-
portant essay “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown.” I suggest that in fact it is
not. It is, rather, a novel in the tradition of European Realism, albeit with
a scientific theme. I then turn to consider the question whether The Dis-
possessed should be thought of as being a literary utopia, a literary
dystopia, or something else. Again I argue that in fact it is something else,
namely a novel dealing with the theme of utopianism in politics. It is most
fruitfully considered as a novel about utopianism in politics rather than a
literary utopia. My argument is based partly on the particular reading of
Zamyatin’s essay on H. G. Wells discussed in chapter 2 and an application
of that reading to Le Guin. However, it is also based on a reading of Le
Guin’s essays written in the 1970s around the time that The Dispossessed
was first published. I attempt to show that on the basis of the views which
Le Guin expresses in these essays regarding the issue of what a literary
utopia is, or is supposed to be, it follows that The Dispossessed should not
be considered to be a contribution to this particular genre. Indeed, I argue
that in the 1970s Le Guin took seriously the view that the idea of a
“utopian novel” is a contradiction in terms. Consequently, because The
Dispossessed is undeniably a novel, at that time she had significant doubts
regarding its possible status as a literary utopia. In my view, if Le Guin’s
reasons for thinking this are taken seriously then they bring into question
the commonly accepted view that The Dispossessed is best thought of as an
example of a new kind of literary utopia, a “critical utopia” in the sense
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in which Moylan uses this term. I also point out that Le Guin’s views on
this subject appear to have changed and are now quite different from
what they were in the 1970s.

In chapter 6, I consider the implications which the question of the sta-
tus of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, as being either a novel or a literary
utopia, has for any assessment of the political significance of this work. Le
Guin is usually (and rightly) considered to be an anarchist, and The Dis-
possessed is usually associated with the ideology of anarchism. It is
thought to be an “anarchist novel” just as much as it is thought to be a
“utopian novel.” Here I suggest that for Le Guin the idea of an anarchist
novel, also, is a contradiction in terms. Hence, for Le Guin, insofar as The
Dispossessed is anarchist it could not be a novel; and insofar as it is a novel
it could not be anarchist. I also maintain that, although she is hesitant
about it, on the whole Le Guin prefers to think of it as a novel in the strict
sense of the term rather than an anarchist pamphlet. As such in her view
it could have no overt political message at all, of any kind, not even an an-
archist one. In this respect, paradoxical though it may appear, given that
she is conventionally thought of as the author of works of science fiction,
Le Guin is best thought of as a writer working within the tradition of
nineteenth century European realism.

Additionally, I claim that although Le Guin does not seem to be con-
sciously aware of it, her understanding of what a novel is, and of what
novelists do, is such that it could only ever have political implications
which might be said to be in some sense conservative. In other words, the
very form of the novel as a style of writing, as Le Guin herself under-
stands it, is politically conservative. There is, therefore, a tension or con-
tradiction in Le Guin’s work, especially The Dispossessed, between her
commitment to anarchism as a political activist, on the one hand, and her
determination as a creative writer to write a novel about anarchism rather
than a political pamphlet espousing the cause of anarchism on the other.

Chapter 7 considers Le Guin’s approach to questions of ethics by relat-
ing it to what I claim is the traditional account of “the moral point of
view.” It considers the distinction which Le Guin makes between “ethics”
and “morality,” and it compares her views with the “virtue ethics” of
Alasdair MacIntyre, the “situation ethics” of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone
de Beauvoir, and the “postmodern ethics” of Emmanuel Levinas. I argue
that Le Guin’s approach has more in common with the traditional account
than it does with these other doctrines, at least as they are conventionally
understood. One of the claims that I make here is that Le Guin adopts a
“deontological” approach to ethics. She is, therefore, critical of ethical
“consequentialism,” especially “utilitarianism,” and of those versions of
anarchism which rely on these doctrines.
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In chapter 8, I turn from discussing ethics to consider the closely related
issue of anarchist politics. Here I relate Le Guin’s ethical views to four dif-
ferent “ideal-typical” accounts of anarchism, which differ from one an-
other over the issue of the relationship which ought to exist between
“ends” and “means” in politics. I also continue my comparison of the
views of Le Guin and Zamyatin by turning to consider their attitudes to-
ward anarchist politics in respect of this issue. I attempt to show that there
is a similarity between Le Guin’s attitude toward the views of Zamyatin
in this area and her attitude toward Zamyatin’s views on science and sci-
entific progress. I present Le Guin as being someone who is inspired by
Zamyatin’s ideas and seeks to incorporate them, suitably modified, into
her own work; but who is at the same time not uncritical of them. In par-
ticular, as in the case of science and scientific knowledge, Le Guin dis-
tances herself from Zamyatin’s enthusiasm for the philosophy of Niet-
zsche. She rejects Zamyatin’s moral nihilism just as she rejects his
skepticism. For Le Guin humanity is by its very nature an ethical animal,
or more accurately a moral being. This view of human nature informs Le
Guin’s commitment to a social anarchism which is quite different from the
anarchism of Zamyatin precisely because it is grounded on a positive af-
firmation of “the moral point of view.” Here also, then, I shall argue that
although Le Guin does owe a great deal to Zamyatin, that is not by any
means to say that she simply endorses the views of Zamyatin without
criticism, or that there are no significant differences between them, and I
shall say something about these as well.

In chapter 9, I consider three further reasons for thinking that, despite
the fact that Le Guin is an anarchist, there is nevertheless a conservative
political dimension to her writing, focusing on Le Guin’s Taoism, her
commitment to the principles of scientific realism, and her views on hu-
man nature or “the self,” all of which might be thought to be inconsistent
both with her commitment to anarchism and with the suggestion that The
Dispossessed is a literary utopia, in the sense of being a depiction of a soci-
ety (Anarres) which its author considers to be a “utopian” society.

Chapter 10, the conclusion of the book, considers some of the criticisms
which have been brought against Le Guin and her work especially by
commentators with an interest in Marxist aesthetics. Just as Le Guin does
not consider it to be her task as a novelist to either criticize or condemn
existing society but simply, by focusing on the lives of a particular set of
characters, to present a literary depiction of the ethical dilemmas con-
fronted by those who attempt to change society for the better, so also I do
not consider it to be my task as a commentator either to criticize or defend
Le Guin so far as her activities as a novelist are concerned. I do suggest,
however, that in the past some Marxist commentators have missed the
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point when criticizing Le Guin because they did not make the distinction
between Le Guin the political activist and Le Guin the novelist. Confus-
ing criteria of aesthetic evaluation with criteria of moral and political eval-
uation, they have condemned Le Guin the novelist because she was not
also an activist seeking to promote either their, or indeed her own, ideo-
logical beliefs or political ideals in and through her creative writing. In
other words they have criticized Le Guin for not being sufficiently “en-
gaged” politically. They have condemned her for not doing as a writer
something which, given her own views on art and writing, she could not
possibly have done. Had Le Guin done what some of her Marxist critics
have demanded of her, she would have compromised her own under-
standing of what a good writer or a good novelist is. She would have
transformed The Dispossessed from what it is, that is to say a novel, into
something else, namely an anarchist political pamphlet—a didactic text
with a dubious claim to possessing that aesthetic value which Le Guin as-
sociates with a good work of literature.

In chapter 10, I also discuss Carl Freedman’s interpretation of Le Guin.
Freedman is one of the few Marxist critics who has actually praised
rather than condemned Le Guin because of the political implications of
her work, which he considers to be radical and critical of existing society.
In an important recent text, Critical Theory and Science Fiction, Freedman
seeks to associate Le Guin’s dialectical philosophical outlook with the
critical theory of the Frankfurt School and suggests that it might indeed,
therefore, be said to be a “critical utopia” in Moylan’s sense. Given that I
do not myself consider Le Guin’s text to be a literary utopia at all, the
reader will not be surprised to find that I disagree with Freedman’s read-
ing of Le Guin. Although I agree with Freedman that Le Guin’s basic
philosophical outlook is indeed a dialectical one, and one which does in-
deed have an affinity with the philosophy of Hegel, nevertheless I argue
against Freedman that the interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy which Le
Guin’s outlook resembles most closely is the Centrist reading presented
in chapter 3, a reading which because it acknowledges that there is a
tragic dimension to all human existence in any society is necessarily, for
reasons which will become clear, un-critical of any existing society, and
which is again, therefore, basically conservative in terms of its political
implications.

These criticisms of Freedman amount to the claim that his reading of Le
Guin fails to capture at least some of the concerns which she has insofar
as she is a novelist. I finish the book on a less critical and more upbeat note
by drawing attention to the fact that, insofar as she is an anarchist, Freed-
man is absolutely correct to draw our attention to the similarity which ex-
ists between Le Guin’s “humanist” approach to questions of ethics and
politics and the critical theory of the Frankfurt School. However, this does
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not necessarily imply a direct intellectual debt on Le Guin’s part either to
the Frankfurt school or indeed to Marxism. This is so because such a
strand of thought can be traced back, independently of Marxism, through
the anarchist tradition, to a common source, namely German philosophy
at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth cen-
turies, especially the philosophy of Hegel. In my view, far from this being
a weakness in Le Guin’s outlook, as some commentators would suggest,
this is one of the great strengths in her work. It is this, more than anything
else, which ensures the continued relevance of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed
today.
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In this chapter I examine a quasi-Hegelian reading of the history of sci-
ence fiction in relation to that of utopian/dystopian political thought. I

also consider the place which both H. G. Wells and Ursula K. Le Guin
have to play within that history. The account I offer is inspired by my re-
flections on an essay about Wells which was written by Yevgeny Zam-
yatin and published in 1922.1 According to this speculative “history,”
Wells’s science fiction is important for the history of utopian/dystopian
political thought because, after nearly 500 years of utopianism, it marked
a major transition from utopian to dystopian writing and, therefore, a rad-
ical or even revolutionary transformation of the genre, both in terms of its
content and in terms of its stylistic form. So far as their content is con-
cerned the works associated with the tradition became dystopian rather
than utopian. So far as their stylistic form is concerned, they became nov-
els, or at least novelistic tales. Moreover, the writings of Le Guin in the late
1960s and early 1970s are also thought to mark a significant point of tran-
sition. This is so because they are thought of as representing a return to
the earlier tradition, in that they are utopias rather than dystopias. How-
ever, this is not a simple return, as certain features of the works produced
in the history of the genre in its predominantly dystopian phase are pre-
served, in particular their aesthetic form. Thus, like Wells, Le Guin also is
associated with an important nodal point of transition in the history of the
genre, the birth of a new kind of literary utopia, which Tom Moylan has
referred to as the “critical utopia.”2

Focusing on The Dispossessed (which was published in 1974), I will chal-
lenge this account of the significance of Le Guin and her work. I will 
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argue that, although Le Guin’s views on this issue in the 1970s were never
entirely clear, and although they have become much clearer since, there is
at least some evidence to support the view that at the time at which she
wrote it, Le Guin thought (in my view rightly) that The Dispossessed is best
thought of as being not a literary utopia at all, of any kind, and, therefore,
not a utopian novel, but rather a novel pure and simple—a novel dealing
with the theme of utopianism in politics. I begin, however, with a discus-
sion of the question of H. G. Wells and his place in the history of utopian
literature, especially as this question is addressed by Zamyatin. For, as we
shall see, Zamyatin’s views on this subject might fruitfully be thought of
as providing a possible source of inspiration for this widely accepted in-
terpretation of Le Guin.

UTOPIA AND DYSTOPIA IN THE WRITINGS OF H. G. WELLS

Was H. G. Wells a utopian writer, a dystopian writer, or perhaps both?
This is a complicated issue concerning which there is considerable dis-
agreement. Commentators have answered this question in five different
ways. First, there are those who locate Wells unequivocally within the
utopian tradition throughout his life (or whose remarks about Wells
leaves them open to such an interpretation), and who, therefore, overlook
the dystopianism of Wells’s early writings, especially the science fiction
stories written in the 1890s, which are often thought to be “pessimistic.”
This category includes Marie Louise Berneri, J. O. Bailey, Basil Davenport,
Carl Freedman, Elizabeth Hansot, George Kateb, A. L. Morton, Mark
Rose, Judith Shklar and Phillip Wegner.3 Second, there are those who
overlook the utopian nature of Wells’s more “optimistic” later writings,
from A Modern Utopia onward, and who in consequence locate Wells,
again unequivocally, within the dystopian tradition. For these commenta-
tors it is the dystopian writer of the 1890s who is the “real” or authentic
H. G. Wells. As we shall see, this category includes Yevgeny Zamyatin. It
also includes Alexandra Aldridge, who contrasts what she refers to as the
“real” Wells, who endorsed the principle of “cosmic pessimism,” and who
was a major influence on later dystopian writers such as Zamyatin, Hux-
ley, and Orwell, with “the mythic ‘other side of Wells,’” that is, the “san-
guine scientific rationalist” later Wells who was a “utopian” writer and an
“optimist.”4 Anthony West (Wells’s son) and Patrick Parrinder might also,
perhaps, be placed in this category.5

Our remaining categories contain commentators who claim that Wells
was both a utopian and a dystopian writer. However, this claim can be un-
derstood in at least three different ways. First, it has been maintained that
Wells’s thinking and writing went in phases, and that he alternated be-

20 Chapter 2



tween dystopianism and utopianism throughout his life. Second, it has
been argued that Wells’s thinking and writing evolved over time from
dystopianism to utopianism and remained there. Thus the dystopian and
utopian phases of his development can be thought of as being related se-
quentially. Third, it has been asserted that throughout his life Wells’s
thinking and writing could be associated with both the principles of
utopianism and dystopianism at the same time and even in the same
works. In short Wells writings, like his life and his character, are riven by
contradictions.

Bearing these distinctions in mind, we may now say that our third cat-
egory of commentators includes those who think that throughout his life
Wells alternated between writing dystopian (pessimistic) works and writ-
ing utopian (optimistic), depending upon his mood, or his personal cir-
cumstances, or his assessment of the state of the world generally. This is
the view of Chad Walsh, who maintains that Wells was “a man far more
complex than either his admirers or his detractors have usually recog-
nized. There was a deep streak of pessimism in him, which found expres-
sion in such dystopian tales as The Time Machine and A Story of the Days to
Come.” However, Walsh goes on, Wells also “had his optimistic periods,
times when it seemed that mankind was showing some hopeful signs of
rationality and altruism and that the human venture could be guided in
good directions” (my emphasis). It was, for example, Walsh maintains,
“during one of those times of hope that he wrote A Modern Utopia.”6 Some
of the statements made by Krishan Kumar (whose views on the subject are
inconsistent) indicate that he also might be placed in this third category.7

Category four contains those who maintain that Wells underwent a
process of sequential development from being a dystopian writer in his
early writings, the great science fiction novels and tales of the 1890s, to be-
ing a utopian writer in his later years, beginning with A Modern Utopia
(first published in 1905). These commentators suggest that generally
speaking, in any particular phase of his intellectual development, Wells
was a consistent rather than an inconsistent thinker. However, the later
Wells was consistent in a different way from the earlier Wells. For exam-
ple, the later Wells, starting with A Modern Utopia, held different views
and had a different understanding of himself and his vocation as a writer
than the earlier Wells of the 1890s, the Wells who was the author of the
dystopian science fiction stories which made his name and gave him his
reputation. This fourth category includes Robert C. Elliott, Elizabeth Han-
sot, Mark. R. Hillegas, John Huntington, Krishan Kumar, Frank E. Manuel
and Fritzie P. Manuel, Frank McConnell, W. Warren Wagar, and Jack
Williamson.8 In this connection, Frank and Fritzie Manuel have cited
Wells as a particular example of what they consider to be a general ten-
dency in the history of utopian thought and literature. In that history
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there have been times, they claim, when technological developments have
“appeared to exert force in two opposing directions,” finding expression
in “both utopias and dystopias,” which have sometimes been “written by
the same author at different points in his life.”9 Similarly, Krishan Kumar
has claimed that the later Wells “reverses himself” (my emphasis). For out
of “the anti-utopian portraits of his early science fiction, such as the Mar-
tians of The War of the Worlds and the Selenites of The First Men in the Moon,
he constructs the not very dissimilar Utopian Samurai of A Modern Utopia
and Men Like Gods.” Thus, according to Kumar, “in his own person,” Wells
made “the passage from anti-utopia to utopia in the decades of the
1900s.” Indeed, thereafter he became “the most imposing and influential
utopian target for later anti-utopians.”10 Writing in a similar vein, Jack
Williamson has argued that “the shift in Wells’s thought around the turn
of the century is so great that by 1905, the author of A Modern Utopia
seems almost a different man.”11 From then on, Williamson maintains,
Wells was “not only the principal target of anti-utopian attack but also, in
his early science fiction, the most resourceful and most influential of all
the attackers.”12

Like those of Kumar, Frank McConnell’s views on the subject of Wells’s
intellectual development are inconsistent, though in an interesting and re-
vealing way. On a number of occasions McConnell states that Wells’s early
writings, the science fiction stories of the 1890s, are works of utopian
rather than dystopian fiction. For example at one point he maintains that
“whatever else it is—and it is many things—The Time Machine (1895) is
certainly an exercise in that curious literary subtype called utopian fic-
tion.”13 And elsewhere he claims that Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau “is
another post-Darwinian utopia” (my emphasis).14 Considered in isolation
these remarks suggest prima facie that McConnell should be placed in the
first of the five categories referred to earlier. However, things are not as
simple as this. For McConnell also states that the characters of The Island
of Dr. Moreau (1896) “play out their grisly melodrama in a landscape, on
an island, which is precisely nowhere (as is proper for a utopia, even an
evil one;”15 that Wells’s When the Sleeper Awakes (1898–1899) “is a grim
utopia indeed”;16 and indeed that the moon in The First Men in the Moon
is in fact “a nightmarish dystopia” (my emphasis)17 These assertions sug-
gest that when McConnell describes Wells’s early science fiction stories as
literary utopias he is using the word “utopia” in a very specific sense.
From this point of view all literary productions which depict an imagined
alternative society and which could be used to criticize an existing one
might be said to be utopias, irrespective of whether their authors consider
the imagined society in question to be either better or worse than the so-
ciety in which they live. In my view this use of the word “utopia” is far
too vague, and is likely to confuse the reader, who might well think
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(rightly) that there is an important difference between believing that a
work is a literary utopia, on the one hand, and believing that it is a liter-
ary dystopia on the other. Moreover, it is clear from what McConnell says
elsewhere in his book that, despite his claim that Wells’s early science fic-
tion tales are utopias, his more considered view is that Wells did undergo
a process of transition or development from a dystopian to a utopian writer
around the beginning of the twentieth century.18 It is for this reason that
McConnell should be placed in category three or four above and not cat-
egory one.

I note in passing that McConnell’s very broad and misleading use of the
term “utopia” is also employed by a number of other commentators. For
example, Richard Gerber employs the term in this sense when he de-
scribes Huxley’s Brave New World and Orwell’s 1984 as utopias, something
which Gary Saul Morson has severely criticized him for.19 Carl Freedman,
Lyman Tower Sargent, and Tom Moylan, have also suggested that the
term “utopia” might legitimately be used in this broad sense.20 In my
view, however, not only is such a usage undesirable because of the possi-
ble confusion it might cause, it is also inconsistent with the view, which is
also held by Sargent and Moylan, that when interpreting a text it is nec-
essary to pay attention to the intentions of its author. I say more about this
issue in chapter 5.

There is some evidence to support the view that as a commentator on his
own work Wells himself should be placed in this fourth category, together
with Hillegas, Kumar, the Manuels, and Wagar. A number of commenta-
tors have argued that some time early in the twentieth century Wells made
a self-conscious decision to stop writing novels and to start writing texts of
another kind; a decision which amounted, in effect, to a commitment to
writing utopian rather than dystopian works in the future. Thus, for ex-
ample, in his disagreement with Henry James, Wells wrote in 1915 that
“there is, of course, a real and very fundamental difference in our innate
and developed attitudes towards life and literature. To you literature like
a painting is an end, to me literature like architecture is a means, it has a
use.” “I had,” Wells continues, “rather be called a journalist than an
artist.”21 Wells also makes remarks which support this reading in a radio
broadcast on “Utopias” which he delivered in 1939. As Patrick Parrinder
has noted,22 this broadcast suggests that the later Wells thought of himself
in the 1890s as being primarily a writer of “anticipatory tales” rather than
of literary utopias. But it also suggests that Wells thought of himself as be-
ing a writer who, somewhat later, had occasionally indulged in utopian
speculations, or had at least “tried a little excursion of that sort.”23 This
broadcast indicates quite clearly, however, that those earlier works which
in 1939 Wells considered to be literary utopias do not include any of his sci-
ence fiction stories of the 1890s, or even A Modern Utopia, which Wells 
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evidently thought was an essay about utopias and utopian literature, or “a
summary of utopian ideas,” rather than being an example of a utopian text
in the strict sense of the term.24 Rather, the stories which Wells refers to in
this context are In the Days of the Comet (1906) and Men Like Gods (1922). It
is clear, then, that in his 1939 broadcast Wells was of the opinion that none
of his early writings of the 1890s, that is to say his works of science fiction,
were literary utopias. They were all of them “anticipatory tales,” or what
we now refer to as works of dystopian literature.

Evidence supporting the claim that Wells’s thinking and writing evolved
over time, and that he should, therefore, be placed in category four above,
can also be found in the preface to Seven Famous Novels, a reprinted collec-
tion of Wells’s early stories of the 1890s, which was published in 1934. There
Wells identifies what is now referred to as “science fiction” with the “antic-
ipatory tales” referred to above and points out to his readers that he had
given up writing such stories. For, he says, “the world in the presence of cat-
aclysmal realities has no need for fresh cataclysmal fantasies.”25 Although
Wells does not actually use the word “dystopian” in this context, his asso-
ciation of his anticipatory tales of the 1890s with the notion of “cataclysm”
clearly indicates that he considered his early science fiction stories as falling
within what is now referred to as the category of dystopian rather than
utopian fiction. The views expressed by Wells in the 1930s, therefore, tend
to support the judgment of Hillegas, Kumar, the Manuels, Wagar, and of
other commentators in category four above, that at some point in the early
1900s Wells made a deliberate decision to stop writing dystopian science
fiction and to become a utopian writer.

In the fifth category are those commentators who maintain that it is dif-
ficult to pigeonhole Wells by attempting to periodize his thinking and
writing along the lines indicated earlier. According to them, it is true that
Wells was both a utopian and a dystopian writer. However, this is true of
him neither alternately, as commentators in category three maintain, nor
sequentially, as commentators in category four suggest. Rather it was true
of him at all times throughout his life. On this reading, then, Wells was al-
ways an inconsistent thinker whose writings are shot through with con-
tradictions. Consequently at any one moment, for example even in his A
Modern Utopia, which is commonly held to be a utopian work, he was at
once both a utopian and a dystopian writer. He was always both excited
and optimistic about the possibilities of scientific and technological de-
velopment for social progress, whilst also at the same time being aware of
and sensitive to its dangers.

How might these inconsistencies and contradictions in Wells’s writings
be explained? Some commentators have offered a psychological explana-
tion for them. Arguments of this kind take three forms. First, it is sug-
gested that Wells’s vacillations were a reflection of the inconstancy of his
temperament generally. This is the view of Chad Walsh.26 Second, it is
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suggested that Well’s inconsistencies are a reflection of his mood or of
“the state of his personal and professional life” at the time of writing a
particular work. This is the view of Krishan Kumar.27 Third, it is sug-
gested that Wells’s inconsistencies are a reflection of his basic inability to
engage in any sustained process of logical or systematic thinking. For af-
ter all he was, it might be claimed, a creative or imaginative writer and not
a political theorist or a logician. This appears to be the view of W. Warren
Wagar, who states that Wells “was never a subtle or systematic thinker, or
even a thinker at all in the most solemn sense.”28 It is also the view of Jack
Williamson, according to whom Wells was “never a systematic thinker.”
In Williamson’s opinion, because he was “uncritical of his own ideas”
Wells had a tendency to be “their captive more often than their master.”29

A more charitable interpretation of Wells would be to suggest that, as in
the case of Ursula K. Le Guin somewhat later, the contradictions in Wells’s
thinking are a reflection of the contradictory nature of the phenomena
about which he chose to write and that, like Le Guin, Wells is a “dialectical”
thinker, or rather was one in the 1890s and early 1900s when he wrote A
Modern Utopia. John Huntington, for example, has argued that “the coexis-
tence of opposites is a fundamental structural element in all of Wells’s early
fiction”30 and that a “technique of thinking by means of oppositions and
mediations informs the structure of all of Wells’s work” at that time.31 Ac-
cording to Huntington, in these stories Wells addresses a number of prob-
lems to which “though no ‘answer’ is finally produced,” nevertheless the
“act of mediation” associated with Wells’s style of writing does at least
make “the author and his audience alive to the complex dynamics” of the
problems in question.32 It is precisely this, in Huntington’s view, which
makes Wells’s science fiction stories fascinating for the reader. The interest
of Wells’s early work, he says, “lies in his willingness to tolerate and explore
contradiction with restlessly seeking to simplify and resolve its tension.”33

Huntington notes that this is the main difference between the writings of
the early and the later Wells. For the later Wells, the utopian writer, has a
“tendency to seek single answers and solutions” to complex moral and po-
litical problems—to “see contradiction, not as the expression of the com-
plexity of human desire and the contradictory seekings and interests which
have so far prevented any easy settlement of social problems, but simply as
muddle, a confusion that some clear, directed thinking will resolve.”34 In
the later works, then, “contradiction,” which Huntington notes was for the
early Wells “essential to the understanding,” has come to be thought of as
something that “must be resolved by attaining some kind of unity, usually
by disproving or discarding one of the opposing elements of the contradic-
tion.”35 Huntington makes no mention here of either Hegel or Le Guin. In
my view, however, the characterization which he offers here of the dialecti-
cal outlook in the science fiction of the early H. G. Wells has obvious asso-
ciations with Hegel’s philosophy. Moreover, such an outlook is necessary
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for any adequate understanding, not just of the early H. G. Wells, but also
of the writings of Le Guin, especially The Dispossessed. I note in passing that
a logical implication of Huntington’s remarks here is that Wells’s early sci-
ence fiction stories should be thought of as being neither exclusively utopian
nor exclusively dystopian works. Rather, they should be thought of as being
novelistic through and through.

Interestingly, Huntington suggests that this way of thinking also finds
itself in Wells’s A Modern Utopia, which in consequence “contains a strong
anti-utopia element,” (my emphasis) the existence of which has been com-
pletely overlooked by some commentators.36 Gary Saul Morson also
adopts, and ably defends, such a dialectical approach to the understand-
ing of Wells’s A Modern Utopia.37 According to Morson, “a number of read-
ers have, despite Wells’s warning against simplistic and humorless inter-
pretations,” taken this work as “unambiguously utopian” (my emphasis).38

In Morson’s view, this “sunny reading” overlooks a number of deep shad-
ows that Wells casts over his utopian passages.”39 Morson himself prefers
to think of A Modern Utopia as a “meta utopia.”40 As such it is “an account
of an imagination in dialogue with itself.”41 It is the story of “an incon-
clusive consideration of utopian and anti-utopian philosophies” in one
and the same work,42 or the story of one mind’s (Wells’s) “constant alter-
nation between a vision of a “comprehensive scheme” for universal hap-
piness and a contrary vision of the forces that make the first vision ab-
surd.”43 It might, in consequence, in a telling phrase for those familiar
with Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, be said to be an “ambiguous utopia” (my
emphasis).44 As such it is a text which contains a “complex dialectic” of
both “utopian and anti-utopian visions” (my emphasis).45

Morson points out, quite rightly, that most of those commentators who
have interpreted A Modern Utopia as being straightforwardly a literary
utopia tend to ignore the stylistic devices which Wells’s employed when
writing it.46 In particular, they overlook the fact that Wells explicitly “dis-
tances” himself from the viewpoint, and the views, expressed by the ap-
parent “author” of the book, or from the person whom Wells refers to as
the “owner of the voice,” who is presented to the reader as being the per-
son who wrote the book.47 It is this person who presents the ideas which
are associated with utopianism in the book. But this utopian dimension of
the work tells only one-half of the story in the text. Side by side with it
there is, Morson notes, one of the most penetrating critiques of utopi-
anism in politics ever written.

The philosophical underpinnings of this critique of utopianism in liter-
ature are to be found in Wells’s essay “Skepticism of the Instrument,” ap-
pended to the text. This, Wells tells us in his “A Note to the Reader,” con-
tains “the heretical metaphysical skepticism upon which all my thinking
rests.”48 In this essay Wells follows Nietzsche and Dostoevsky and rejects
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the philosophical “rationalism” or the Platonism which, in his view, un-
derpins all utopian speculation. Thus, for example, he has his “author”
maintain that “rationalism” of this kind implies “almost everything that
we are endeavoring to repudiate in this particular work.”49

Moreover, in addition to this general attitude of philosophical skepticism,
the critique of utopianism which Wells develops in A Modern Utopia rests
upon two further principles. First Wells points out through the character of
the “author” that those who write literary utopias tend to deal in abstract
ideas rather than with the lives of real persons or concrete individuals.50 Sec-
ond, he has his “author” observe that the utopian writers have a tendency to
think of the societies they are describing as being “perfect” and, therefore,
“static,” or not subject to change. They do not appreciate that, as the pre-
Socratic philosopher Heraclitus rightly maintains, all things are changing in
at least some respects all of the time. For Wells’s “author,” as for Heraclitus,
Nietzsche and Zamyatin, change is the basic principle of all life.51

In “A Note to the Reader,” which is placed at the very beginning of A
Modern Utopia, and in words which prefigure the later thinking of Zam-
yatin in a striking way, Wells maintains that the rationalist in ethics and
politics, and, therefore, presumably also the “utopian” thinker, is someone
who sees things in “black and white.” Such persons like “everything in
hard, heavy lines, black and white, yes and no.” Consequently, “they do
not understand how much there is that cannot be presented at all in that
way.” They “cannot count beyond two” and deal “only in alternatives.”52

In short, although Wells does not actually use the word, what the utopian
“rationalist” in politics lacks is indeed, as Morson suggests, a “dialectical”
outlook on life. It is, perhaps, especially noticeable to readers familiar
with Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and its subtitle, An Ambiguous Utopia, that
Wells should express this point by reference to the notion of “ambiguity.”
Utopian rationalists, he maintains, might be criticized for demanding a
“scientific language,” one “without ambiguity, as precise as mathematical
formulae and with every term in relations of exact logical consistency
with every other.”53 The similarity between the views which Wells ex-
presses here and those of Zamyatin is obvious. The similarity between
these views and those of Le Guin is much less so, especially to those who
wrongly consider The Dispossessed to be, like Wells’s A Modern Utopia, a
work of utopian literature.

One manifestation of the dialectical complexity of human existence is
the tension between that which is “universal” and that which is “particu-
lar.” In the sphere of ethics and politics this manifests itself as a tension or
even a “contradiction” between the abstract ideas or ideals associated
with political utopianism, and which are the usual concern of the political
theorist, on the one hand, and the “real lives” of concrete individual char-
acters or “personalities” living in a particular society at a particular time,
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which are the usual concerns of the novelist or creative writer, on the
other. In the final pages of A Modern Utopia, in his capacity as “chairman”
or commentator on the ongoing dialogue between the works ostensible
“author” and its other central character, the “botanist,” Wells tells the
reader that the point of adopting this stylistic device was so that he could
deal with both of these two dimensions of human existence, the universal
and the particular, at the same time or in the same work. His intention, he
says, was to connect the abstract utopian theorizing with the lives of par-
ticular “personalities,” or, in the case of the “author” or “owner of the
voice,” with just “one individual’s aspiration” toward “utopia.”54 Wells
notes here that traditionally utopian writing deals with the abstract ideas
and ideals which are usually associated with some “comprehensive
scheme” of things and not with the lives of “individuals.” In his own case,
Wells suggests that such a comprehensive utopian scheme of things must
always be one in which individual personalities “float.”55 He explicitly ac-
knowledges, however, that “the two visions are not seen consistently to-
gether, at least by me, and I do not surely know that they exist consistently
together.”56 Thus, for example, in the case of the two central characters of
A Modern Utopia, when “one focuses upon these two” and their individ-
ual lives then that “wide landscape” which is utopian society and utopian
theory immediately “becomes indistinct and distant.” On the other hand,
however, as soon as “one regards that,” (my emphasis) or focuses one’s at-
tention upon this wide landscape, then immediately “the real persons one
knows grow vague and unreal.”57 “Nevertheless,” Wells continues, al-
though this is true, he finds himself unable to “separate these two aspects
of human life, each commenting on the other.”58 For although this contra-
diction or “incompatibility” between that which is “great” or the “ab-
stract,” on the one hand, and that which is “individual” on the other, is
one which he “could not resolve” (not surprisingly, since it is not resolv-
able), nevertheless in his opinion it is the very stuff of life.

It is for this reason, Wells says, that he felt compelled to construct A
Modern Utopia, the work, in the particular way that he did. His intention,
he states in his “A Note to the Reader,” was to achieve a balance through-
out between “philosophical discussion on the one hand and imaginative
narrative” on the other.59 It is clear from the final paragraphs of A Modern
Utopia, that what Wells is really interested in, as a creative writer, is not
abstract utopian theorizing for its own sake, but rather in the impact
which the “desire and need for utopia” has had in the past, has now, and
will have in the future, on individual human beings or, in the final words
of the book, on “the daily lives of men.”60 In my view, once again it is
readily apparent that the views on utopian politics and literature which
underpin Le Guin’s The Dispossessed are already here, in nucleo, in Wells’s
A Modern Utopia.61

28 Chapter 2



These remarks suggest that although he is fascinated by the idea of
utopia and by traditional literary utopias, nevertheless at the same time,
both as a creative writer and someone with ethical and political ideals of
his own, Wells is acutely aware of their limitations. It is true that in A Mod-
ern Utopia Wells occasionally flirts with the idea that, as Kenneth Roemer
has suggested, what he is doing in this work is revising or reinventing the
idea of utopia rather than abandoning it or rejecting it.62 There are occa-
sions when he would have the reader believe that this text is indeed itself
an example of a certain (new) kind of literary utopia. At the same time,
however, there is also evidence to support the view that what Wells is ac-
tually doing in this work is something else, namely commenting on the
obvious limitations of utopianism in ethics and politics. For Wells’s text
evidently does contain a trenchant critique of utopianism in politics.
Everything that we find, later on in the writings of Zamyatin, and which
today is so often associated with dystopian political thought, is already to
be found, not just in Wells’s early works of science fiction, but also in his
A Modern Utopia. Moreover, it would be foolish to ask which of these two
sides of Well’s thinking in this text reflects the views of the “real” Wells.
For Wells insists upon the validity of both of these two contrasting and
opposed points of view, each of which he evidently considers as captur-
ing an important dimension of human existence.

Both Mark Hillegas and Christopher Collins have suggested that it is
fruitful, in Hillegas’s words, to consider Zamyatin’s We as a “parody” of
the kind of utopianism which is to be found in the writings of the later
Wells, especially in A Modern Utopia,63 which they consider to be straight-
forwardly a utopian work. According to Hillegas, “the rationalism and
regimentation” to which Zamyatin is opposed in We was also “a strong
element” in Wells’s A Modern Utopia.64 Hillegas maintains, therefore, that
in We Zamyatin “wrote more of a critique of Wells than he probably ever
realized,” especially given his enthusiasm for Wells’s earlier works of sci-
ence fiction. According to Hillegas, Zamyatin appears to have been un-
aware of the existence and/or contents of A Modern Utopia, and hence
also of the chronological development in Wells’s thinking, specifically his
transformation from being a dystopian writer in his earlier works of sci-
ence fiction to being a utopian writer in A Modern Utopia and in later
works. In fact, however, as his essay on Wells indicates,65 it is not the case
that Zamyatin was unfamiliar with Wells’s A Modern Utopia. Indeed, a
number of the core anti-utopian ideas in We are simply inherited by Zam-
yatin directly from Wells’s text without significant alteration. This is true
of Zamyatin’s emphasis on the Heraclitean principle of change as a law
of life. It is also true of Zamyatin’s emphasis on the “irrational” charac-
ter of the world generally, as is evidenced by the role of “irrationality” in
the spheres of logic and mathematics. A reading of Wells’s A Modern
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Utopia, together with his essay “Skepticism of the Instrument,” published
as an appendix to it, indicates that these are beliefs which Zamyatin and
Wells have in common, rather than beliefs which separate them. In my
view, then, Zamyatin came to his judgment that Wells is not a utopian but
an anti-utopian writer not in ignorance of, but in full knowledge of, the
contents of Wells’s A Modern Utopia. In effect, therefore, he explicitly de-
nies that Wells moved from being a dystopian to being a utopian writer,
as is suggested by commentators such as Hillegas, the Manuels and Wa-
gar. For this reason I agree with Kumar’s claim that Collins (and by im-
plication also Hillegas) sees Zamyatin “too exclusively as a reaction to
Wells, rather than, as Zamyatin himself saw things, a continuation of him”
(my emphasis).66 I also agree with Alexandra Aldridge’s suggestion that,
unlike Zamyatin, “Hillegas did not comprehend Wells’s thought well
enough” to see “the constant that runs through it.”67 Zamyatin would, I
think, have wholeheartedly endorsed George Kateb’s assertion that
“Wells’s modern utopia is not really a utopia, in the fullest sense, at all.”68

It is arguable that Wells’s A Modern Utopia is not itself a literary utopia.
It is rather an essay about the history of utopian thought and literature.
Patrick Parrinder has claimed that Wells “never produced a major utopian
book” (my emphasis).69 And there is at least some evidence in A Modern
Utopia (which most commentators do consider to be a utopian text)70

which supports this claim. Hence, also, there is at least some evidence to
support Zamyatin’s view that, so far as he was a creative writer, Wells was
throughout his life always if not overtly anti-utopian then at least someone
who, though tempted by the siren song of utopianism, nevertheless re-
mained skeptical about utopianism in politics and wary of its obvious pit-
falls. Zamyatin considers Wells’s Men Like Gods to be the only exception to
this generalization. He therefore agrees, on this occasion, with Wells’s
own assessment of Men Like Gods as a utopian work. In my opinion,
though, even this work of Wells is not unequivocally an example of a lit-
erary utopia. For one of the points which Wells emphasizes within it is
that a utopian society is not one in which real live (i.e., “imperfect”) hu-
man beings could actually live. This is an unusual point for someone who
is allegedly writing a literary utopia to make. I am inclined, therefore, not
to take Wells’s and Zamyatin’s later assessment of this work too seriously.

ZAMYATIN’S ESSAY ON WELLS, SCIENCE FICTION, 
AND DYSTOPIAN LITERATURE

In an essay entitled “H. G. Wells” Zamyatin has some extremely interest-
ing comments to make about science fiction as a genre of writing and its
relation to utopian/dystopian literature.71 So far as we are concerned,
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there are two questions here which are especially significant, to each of
which Zamyatin has an answer. The first question is what was the trajec-
tory of development of the utopian/dystopian tradition over the course
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—the main turning points and
the writers associated with them? The second question is how is the his-
tory of the utopian/dystopian tradition related to that of science fiction?
At what point and with which writer did these two histories become
fused?

The immediate context for Zamyatin’s essay is his attempt to explain to
his readers what contribution was made by H. G. Wells to the historical
development of these two styles of writing. According to Zamyatin, there
are actually “two Wellses.” One of these is an “author of realistic novels,”
(my emphasis) whereas the other is the author of what Zamyatin refers to
as works of “social fantasy,” or “sociofantastic novels.”72 Zamyatin does
not himself use the expression “science fiction” in his essay, but the works
which he describes as being “sociofantastic” are in fact what today we
would refer to as Wells’s science fiction. It should be noted that when Zam-
yatin makes this distinction between the two “Wellses” he does so in a
way which suggests that in his opinion works of science fiction are not
and could not be realistic novels. At first sight it is not clear whether Zam-
yatin says this because he thinks that works of science fiction are not and
could not be novels at all, in the strict sense of the term; or whether he
says it because he thinks that although works of science fiction can indeed
be novels, nevertheless they could not be realistic. Zamyatin’s remarks
support each of these two possible interpretations of his views.

It is clear from Zamyatin’s essay that although Zamyatin does have a
high opinion of Wells, nevertheless he does not think that, as a writer of
“realistic novels,” Wells could be included amongst authors of the first
rank. Zamyatin makes a distinction between literary “geniuses” and
those who are at best “talented,” and he includes Wells firmly in the lat-
ter category, comparing him unfavorably with Dostoevsky in this re-
gard.73 In Zamyatin’s opinion, it is the second of the two “Wellses” who is
the most interesting, and this is so because he “has almost single hand-
edly created a new genre” of writing,74 or “a new, original variety of liter-
ary form,”75 which again we would today characterize as science fiction.
Zamyatin suggests that, given Wells’s obvious limitations as a novelist,
were it not for this second Wells, the first “would not have found a place
among the brighter stars in the astronomical catalogue of literature.”76

What are the characteristic features of science fiction, or this new genre
of writing which Wells almost single-handedly created, and hence of
Wells’s own writings, as Zamyatin understands them? According to Zam-
yatin, there are two such features, having to do with the social content of
these writings and with their artistic form respectively. The first of these
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features, which relates to their content, is the fact that they are not liter-
ary utopias. This is so partly because their authors of literary utopias
“paint” what they consider to be pictures of “ideal societies.” Thus,
“translating this into the language of mathematics,” Zamyatin main-
tains, “we might say that utopias bear a + sign.” They represent the op-
timistic, positive or affirmative attitude about the world which is
adopted by their authors, and which they recommend to their readers.
In Zamyatin’s view, Wells’s works of science fiction lack this quality. On
the contrary, Zamyatin claims that “most of his social fantasies bear 
the – sign.” They reflect the pessimistic or negative attitude of their au-
thor. Their purpose is not to look forward to consider the possibility of
a better or morally superior society in the future, but to focus on the
present. As Zamyatin puts it, they are “almost solely instruments for ex-
posing the defects of the existing social order,” rather than for “building
a picture of a future paradise.”77 In short, one could say that as Zam-
yatin understands them, Wells’s works of science fiction constitute not
“negative utopias” (arguably a contradiction in terms) but rather, as
Chad Walsh has suggested, “inverted utopias.”78 Zamyatin himself does
not actually use the word “dystopia” in his essay. Nevertheless, it is
tempting to suggest that he would have considered any work of this
kind (that is to say an inverted utopia) to be what today we refer to as a
literary dystopia, had he been familiar with the meaning of this term. As
we shall see, however, it is arguable that such a characterization of Zam-
yatin’s understanding of Wells would be inaccurate. For it might be sug-
gested that there is more to Wells’s works of science fiction, as Zam-
yatin understands them, than the fact that they are literary dystopias, if
by that expression one means simply a text which represents an intel-
lectual inversion of the traditional literary utopia.

The second feature which Zamyatin associates with the works of Wells,
and with science fiction generally, has to do with their aesthetic form, or
with the style of writing adopted by their author. And that is that these
works take the form of “the novel.” They are novelistic. In this regard Zam-
yatin insists they are quite unlike traditional literary utopias. Zamyatin is
very clear about this. The traditional utopia, he says, “is always static; it is
always descriptive, and has no, or almost no, plot dynamics” (my empha-
sis).79 In short, it is not properly speaking a novel.80 Wells’s works of sci-
ence fiction, on the other hand, do possess these qualities, although not to
the eminent degree that they are found in a “great” writer. If in a tradi-
tional literary utopia, and by implication also in a modern inverted utopia,
we find that “static well-being” and “petrified paradaisiac social equilib-
rium are logically bound” with “a static plot and absence of a story line,”
then Wells’s science fiction should not be thought of as being an inverted
utopia at all. This is so because an inverted utopia would be just as de-
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scriptive and lacking in character and plot as the utopian form which pre-
ceded it and inspired it. According to Zamyatin, however, Wells is, on the
contrary, a writer of “sociofantastic novels,” within which “the plot is al-
ways dynamic, built on collisions, on conflict” and the story is always
“complex and entertaining” (my emphasis).81 In short, Zamyatin is of the
opinion that H. G. Wells is not at all a writer of literary dystopias, if we
use this expression to characterize what are simply inverted utopias. He
is rather a novelist whose main theme is the impact of developments in sci-
ence and technology on society and the “collisions” and “conflicts” which
this generates in the lives of his characters.82

These views of Zamyatin disagree with those of both Tom Moylan and
Krishan Kumar. In his Demand the Impossible, Moylan does not make a
clear distinction between the traditional literary utopia and the “utopian
novel.” For example at one point he states that “central to utopian fiction”
is the “alternative world imagined by the author.” The society projected
by the author, he says, “has long been seen as what the utopian novel is
‘about.’”83 And elsewhere he refers to “the traditional utopian novel” within
which the “characters” are “secondary to the society itself” (my empha-
sis).84 Thus Moylan identifies utopian fiction generally with the utopian
novel. The remarks just cited indicate that he thinks that Thomas More’s
Utopia is a novel. Similarly, Kumar states, that “the utopia is closer to the
novel than to any other literary genre; is in fact a novel, though not neces-
sarily of the kind that we have come to identify too exclusively with its
nineteenth-century form and focus.”85 Kumar concedes, however, that
most traditional literary utopias are not “good” novels. For, he goes on to
say that “very few utopias stand out as great works of literature—More’s
Utopia and William Morris’s News from Nowhere are among the best—and
in many cases utopian authors are perfunctory in the extreme in their se-
lection and use of the form. The didactic purpose overwhelms any liter-
ary aspiration.”86 Zamyatin’s view on the other hand, with which I agree,
is that for this very reason it is better to think of traditional literary utopias
as not being novels at all in the strict sense of the term, but as possessing
a quite different literary form. This is so because within them issues such
as characterization and plot (although they are undoubtedly addressed in
some rudimentary form) are strictly subordinated to issues such as ideas
and social context.

It is clear from what Kumar says in the passage quoted above, however,
that his disagreement with Zamyatin is more one of terminology rather
than substance. For Kumar acknowledges that the traditional literary
utopia is indeed primarily a didactic rather than a “literary” work. In this
connection Kumar makes some remarks in the preface to his Utopia and
Anti-Utopia in Modern Times, which are especially significant. “Strictly
speaking,” he says, “the literary utopia—as opposed, say, to the political
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treatise—is the only utopia.” All of the “utopias” dealt with in his book, in
contrast, are really best thought of as being “novels, imaginative works of
fiction,” rather than “utopias” (my emphasis). And the reason for this is
plain. For “on the whole, utopias are not very distinguished for their aes-
thetic qualities as works of literature.” What is interesting about them is,
rather, “the nature and quality of their ideas about individuals and soci-
eties.” And, indeed, it is “chiefly as contributions to social thought” that
Kumar considers them. According to Kumar, as a general rule it is the
anti-utopia, at least in modern times, which “has been more effective than
the utopia in evoking literary qualities of a vivid and compelling kind.”
This is borne out, Kumar maintains, specifically in the case of H. G. Wells,
by “the well known contrast between the literary power of Wells’s early
anti-utopian fables and the more hackneyed quality of his later utopian
writing.”87 In my view, however, the best way of making the point that
Kumar wishes to make here, which does seem to me to be substantially
valid, would be to distinguish, not between a “poor” utopian novel and a
“good” one, as Kumar himself does, but rather between a traditional “lit-
erary utopia,” on the one hand and a “novel” on the other.88

It is interesting to think about Zamyatin’s We in this way. For if there is
anything to be said for the above analysis then it follows that it is incor-
rect to think of We as being even one example, let alone the classic exam-
ple, of a literary dystopia. Indeed if we apply this line of reasoning, which
as we have seen is suggested by Zamyatin himself, to Zamyatin’s own
text then we would have to conclude that We also is best thought of as a
novel rather than a literary dystopia in this particular sense of the term.
That is to say, it is a novel dealing with the theme of utopianism in politics
rather than an inverted utopia or a negative utopia.

Such a reading has been suggested, albeit somewhat halfheartedly, by
Gary Saul Morson. I say “halfheartedly” because Morson’s views on this
subject are not entirely consistent. Morson interprets Zamyatin’s We in
two quite different and opposed ways at different times, either as a tradi-
tional literary dystopia or, alternatively, as a novel. For instance, Morson
often refers, quite traditionally, to Zamyatin’s We as an example, or even
the classic example, of a literary dystopia, understood in this case as an
“anti-utopia.”89 Texts of this kind, he maintains are “parodies” of the
utopian literary form.90 As such, like the utopian form itself, their aim is
primarily (if not solely) a “didactic” one.91 Literary dystopias are not,
therefore, novels. For the novel is a genre of writing which must be clearly
distinguished from that of the utopia, and hence also from the “parodic”
inversion of that particular literary genre.92 Although it is true, Morson
concedes, that “like the novel” the classic “anti-utopian” text does also
bring into question the “utopian” claim to possess absolute truth or cer-
tain knowledge regarding moral, social, or political questions.93 Thus, in
a manner similar to that of Zamyatin in his essay on H. G. Wells, Morson
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suggests at times that a literary dystopia is simply an inverted version of
a classic literary utopia, possessing the same literary merits or rather de-
merits.

On the other hand, however, there are occasions when Morson also ap-
preciates that if this were indeed the case then it would be difficult to de-
fend the claim that Zamyatin’s We should (or even could) be thought of
as an example of a literary dystopia, precisely because of the fact that it is
a work of art which suffers from none of the aesthetic inadequacies just
mentioned. On these other occasions, therefore, Morson takes a different
tack and refers to We as being a novel in the strict sense of the term. He
suggests that, as such, it should be clearly distinguished from those works
falling into the category of literary dystopia precisely because it focuses
on such issues as “plot,” “character,” and the development of “personal-
ity.”94 At no time, however, does Morson suggest that Zamyatin’s text
might be thought of, as Frederic Jameson has claimed, as being a utopia—
or as containing within itself (if only implicitly) a utopian vision of a bet-
ter society.95

In connection with this issue of the literary status of Zamyatin’s We,
Robert C. Elliott has claimed that such works “are as far removed from the
novel proper as are News from Nowhere and Island.”96 Elliott’s reason for
thinking this is that the novel “traditionally focuses on human character,”
whereas “negative utopias” like We “depict a society in which human
character can hardly be said to exist at all.” Presumably, in Elliott’s view,
this is because all of the individuals in We have been reduced to the sta-
tus of a “number” and might in consequence be said to lack any individ-
ual character. It is worth noting at this point that in her essay “Science Fic-
tion and Mrs. Brown” Le Guin endorses Elliott’s view that a novel must
focus on character. However, she disagrees with Elliott over the question
of whether Zamyatin’s We is a work within which “human character can
hardly be said to exist at all.” For in her view the individuality of Zam-
yatin’s D-503, as a particular human being or as a “character,” is evident
throughout this work.97 For this reason it might be suggested that Le
Guin, too, thinks of Zamyatin’s We as a novel about utopianism and its
discontents rather than a literary dystopia, at least some of the time. I take
it that this is what she has in mind when she says that We is a “dystopia
which contains a hidden or implied utopia,”98 that is to say, it is a work of
literature which (like The Dispossessed) contains both “utopic” and
“dystopic” elements. In my view, though, it would have been more accu-
rate if Le Guin had said that it is this which makes Zamyatin’s We a novel
rather than either a literary utopia or a literary dystopia.99 It should, how-
ever, be noted that, like those of Morson, Le Guin’s views on this subject
are not entirely consistent. For elsewhere she refers to We as being a
“dystopia” or a “negative utopia” as well as being a “science fiction
novel.”100
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It is especially noteworthy that when Zamyatin makes the distinction
between static and dynamic utopias and dystopias in his essay on Wells
he actually has two things in mind. Again one of these has to do with so-
ciological content and the other with aesthetic form. In the first case, the
issue is whether the societies being portrayed in the texts in question are
ideal or perfect, and hence subject to change or not. In the second case, the
issue is whether the texts in question are merely descriptive, lacking in
characterization and plot, and so on. In other words, for Zamyatin, dy-
namic texts, as opposed to dynamic societies, are novels rather than either
literary utopias or dystopias. What differentiates a dynamic text of Wells
from a classical literary utopia, apart from the fact that it carries a “minus
sign,” and is, therefore, a dystopia and not a utopia, is the additional fact
that it is a novel, or is novelistic, in the strict sense of the term. Those com-
mentators who have discussed this issue have noted that for both Wells
and Zamyatin the idea of a dynamic utopia or dystopia is connected to the
view that the imaginary societies being depicted in each case are thought
of as undergoing a process of historical change and development. It is
rare, however, to find a commentator who has picked up on the idea that,
for Zamyatin at least, the notion of a dynamic utopia or dystopia has as
much to do with the issue of literary style as it does with that of sociolog-
ical content. For example, Alexandra Aldridge has discussed Zamyatin’s
idea of a “dynamic utopia” in his essay on Wells, but overlooks the fact
that for Zamyatin this idea has as much to do with the aesthetic form of the
text as it does with the nature of the particular society being depicted
within it, specifically whether that society is thought of as changing or
not. Aldridge seems reluctant to accept Zamyatin’s claim that Wells’s “so-
ciofantastic novels” are not literary utopias. However, it is not clear
whether she objects to Zamyatin’s claim that they cannot be utopias be-
cause they carry a minus rather than a plus sign, in other words because
they are dystopias, on the one hand, or to his claim that they cannot be
utopias because they are novels, on the other.101

One way of thinking about Wells relationship to the history of the
utopian/dystopian tradition of literature would be to think about that
history in the same way as Zamyatin thinks about the history of science,
by reference to the notions of “inversion” and “displacement,” about
which I shall say more in chapter 4. As Tzvetan Todorov has suggested,
speaking quite generally, “a new genre is always the transformation of
one or several old genres: by inversion, by displacement, by combination”
(my emphasis).102 According to this line of reasoning, it is incorrect to
think of a literary dystopia as being simply an “inverted utopia,” or no
more than what Zamyatin says is a literary utopia with a “minus sign.”
Rather, it is better to think of a literary dystopia as being a text which pos-
sesses similar characteristics to those which Zamyatin associates with
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Wells’s works of science fiction. To think about a literary dystopia in this
way involves appealing not just to the notion of inversion, but also to that
of displacement. From this standpoint, then, a literary dystopia properly
speaking is not simply a descriptive text, lacking in dramatic narrative,
characterization, and plot. Rather, it is a novel or a “dynamic” text as Za-
myatin understands that term.

On this view, in the history of utopian/dystopian literature, it might be
said that such a process of inversion and of displacement took place at
one and the same time in the writings of H. G. Wells. Prior to Wells there
were no literary dystopias of any kind. Consequently, there were no “in-
verted utopias,” or texts which are merely descriptive, lacking the char-
acteristics which Zamyatin associates with dynamic literary works. The
very first literary dystopias were, therefore, not just inverted utopias but
also novels properly so called. Hence, Zamyatin suggests, in the history
of the utopian/dystopian literary tradition a “break” or a revolutionary
transformation occurred at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of
the twentieth centuries. Before this time there were only literary utopias,
possessing the descriptive/didactic character noted earlier. Afterward,
there were indeed literary dystopias. These, however, possessed the
character of being not simply inverted utopias, but also that of being
novels, in the strict sense of the term. As such, in addition to portraying
societies in change, they were also what Zamyatin refers to as dynamic
texts, or works with a strong emphasis on dramatic narrative, character-
ization, and plot. According to this schema, then, Zamyatin maintains
that there are no literary dystopias at all which are not novelistic in char-
acter. The class of merely descriptive literary dystopias, or dystopias con-
sidered as being nothing more than inverted utopias is, as logicians say,
a null class.

It is evident from Zamyatin’s essay that he considers Wells to be the
founding father of the literary tradition which today we refer to as science
fiction. Moreover, rightly or wrongly, he also maintains that it is in the
writings of H. G. Wells that the history of the utopian/dystopian literary
tradition merges or fuses with that of science fiction. According to Zam-
yatin, however, the writings of Wells which fall into the category of sci-
ence fiction are all dystopias rather than utopias. In short, Zamyatin is of
the opinion that Wells not only wrote the first dystopian novels, or novel-
istic tales, he also wrote the very first works of science fiction.

Keith Booker has stated that Zamyatin’s We “is often considered to be
the first genuine modern dystopian text.”103 It is not clear exactly what
Booker understands by the term “dystopian” in this context. But if, as
seems likely, he thinks of Zamyatin’s We as being a literary dystopia as
well as, or perhaps even because of, the fact that it is a novel, then I think
Zamyatin himself would have disagreed with this judgment. It is clear
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from his essay on Wells that Zamyatin considers himself to be, not the
originator of a new literary tradition, what we now refer to as dystopian
literature, but rather simply as a follower of H. G. Wells. Although Zam-
yatin does not use the word “dystopia,” it follows from the analysis pre-
sented above that, in his opinion, H. G. Wells did not just create the new
genre of science fiction, in effect he also created, at the very same time, the
new genre of dystopian literature. Zamyatin’s remarks imply that in his
view science fiction and what we now call dystopian fiction, at least at
their inception, were actually one and the same thing. Mark R. Hillegas’s
assertion that “the great anti-utopias of the twentieth century” are a part
of a “single kind of fiction, for which there is no other name than science
fiction,” might in this regard be said to follow the lead provided by Zam-
yatin‘s essay on H. G. Wells.104

It should be noted that Zamyatin’s and Hillegas’s identification of the
two genres of science fiction and dystopian literature has been subjected
to criticism. According to Booker, for example, although it is true that
dystopian fiction “resembles science fiction, a genre with which it is often
associated,” and although it is also true that there is “a great deal of over-
lap between dystopian fiction and science fiction” and that “many texts
belong to both categories,” nevertheless generally speaking “dystopian
fiction differs from science fiction” because of its “attention to social and
political critique,” something which Booker does not think can be found
in all science fiction.105 Against this view, however, as we have seen, Za-
myatin suggests that this was not the case when the genre of science fic-
tion first came into existence, although of course this judgment is consis-
tent with the view that the paths of the two genres have diverged
thereafter.

From the standpoint of the categorial schema outlined by Zamyatin in
his essay, Wells’s A Modern Utopia might be said to be a transitional work.
As Jack Williamson has suggested, it is “transitional in form as well as in
thought, showing Wells midway between the literary artist and the pro-
pagandist.”106 It is neither a traditional literary utopia, on the one hand,
nor a novel about utopianism in politics on the other. Considered from the
point of view of its artistic form, it is something else. In Zamyatin’s
schema it could not be said to be the first example of a utopian novel. Zam-
yatin is very clear about this. He claims, in effect, that Wells’s contribution
to the historical development of the utopian/dystopian literary tradition
was to write the first dystopian novel. According to Zamyatin, the utopian
novel, if it existed, would constitute an inversion of the genre of the
dystopian novel, a genre which, in its turn, constitutes both an inversion
and a displacement of the traditional literary utopia. The accolade of be-
ing the first person to write a utopian novel, in the strict sense of the term,
could, therefore, only be awarded to a novelist who in the later history of
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utopian/dystopian literature came after H. G. Wells. At this point it is ap-
propriate to consider the work of Le Guin.

WELLS, LE GUIN, AND THE HISTORY OF UTOPIAN LITERATURE

It is interesting to consider the writings of Le Guin in the light of Zam-
yatin’s essay on Wells, in the context of the two questions raised at the be-
ginning of the preceding section. First, where does Le Guin stand in the
history of the utopian/dystopian literary tradition? Or what has been her
contribution to the historical development of that tradition? And second,
where does Le Guin stand in the history of science fiction, specifically in
connection with the issue of its fusion with that of utopian/dystopian lit-
erature? I shall address these questions more fully in chapters 5 and 6.
However, it is convenient to make a few preliminary remarks about them
here. As I suggested earlier, with respect to these questions there is a view
which, although it is not stated explicitly, seems to me to be strongly im-
plied in the writings of a number of commentators, and with which I dis-
agree. This view is in effect a “quasi Hegelian” speculative account of the
history of utopian/dystopian literature and its relationship to science fic-
tion. According to this view, something similar to Zamyatin’s suggestion
that at the end of the nineteenth century H. G. Wells created almost single-
handedly a new genre of writing, in effect that of the dystopian novel,
might also (with a suitable inversion) be said of Le Guin in the 1970s. On
this reading, like H. G. Wells, Le Guin can also be associated with the cre-
ation of a new subgenre of writing, namely that of the utopian novel, which
also happens to be a work of science fiction. This is Le Guin’s contribution
to both the history of utopian/dystopian literature and to that of science
fiction. And it is a major contribution, the significance of which justifies
the claim that Le Guin is a writer of the stature and significance of Wells
himself. For in the entire history of utopian/dystopian tradition, from
Thomas More to the present, there have been only three significant turn-
ing points. The first was the creation of the tradition of the literary utopia
in the writings of More. The second was the transformation of this tradi-
tional literary utopia into something qualitatively different, namely the
dystopian novel (which is also a work of science fiction) in the writings of
Wells. And the third was the further transformation of the dystopian
novel of Wells into something which is again qualitatively different,
namely the utopian novel (which is also a work of science fiction) of the
1970s; a transformation which is associated, above all, with Le Guin’s The
Dispossessed. According to this schema, the utopian science fiction novel of
Le Guin might, therefore, be said to constitute a theoretical synthesis of
the traditional literary utopia (More), which is neither a work of science
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fiction nor a novel, with the science fiction novel (Wells), which is not a lit-
erary utopia. This third subgenre might legitimately be said to represent
a return to, or a revival of, the earlier tradition of utopian writing, provided
that it is understood that those who write such works are, as it were, op-
erating at a “higher level.” It is in this sense only that one could talk about
a work like The Dispossessed as having, as Tom Moylan has put it, em-
ploying a characteristically Hegelian expression, “negated the negation of
utopia.”107

As examples of commentators who seem to me to hold this view of Le
Guin and her significance, or something very similar to it, at least implic-
itly, we can take Hoda Zaki and Carl Freedman. Zaki has claimed that
“utopian literature” in the traditional sense “is conspicuous in its ab-
sence” in the twentieth century. In her view, however, this does not mean
that “the death of utopian thought” in its entirety then occurred. For what
Zaki refers to as the “utopian propensity” or the utopian “impulse” trans-
ferred itself and is now “alive and flourishing in another medium,”
namely that of “the science fiction novel.”108 It is true, of course, that not
all works of science fiction in the twentieth century could be characterized
as utopian in Zaki’s sense. For a number of them are works of dystopian
and not utopian literature. Nevertheless, Zaki’s suggestion provides a
clear indication of the significance which she attaches to the work of Le
Guin, and especially The Dispossessed. For this is a text which, like a num-
ber of other commentators, Zaki considers as the classic representation of
this new tendency. Of all of the Nebula Award winning texts surveyed by
Zaki in her important study of twentieth century American science fic-
tion, Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is, she claims, “the most overtly
utopian.”109 According to Zaki, both Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and The
Left Hand of Darkness may be placed in the category of “utopian” litera-
ture, or the utopian novel, because “they critique the present, depict imag-
inary societies, and anticipate the future.” Moreover, both novels “en-
dorse societies which are superior to the author’s own.”110 They are,
therefore, “utopian novels” as well as being works of science fiction.

The great strength of Zaki’s analysis of the history of utopian/
dystopian literature, and of Le Guin’s place within it, is that she recog-
nizes the need for us to distinguish between those works which are
utopias and those which are dystopias. Its weakness, however, is the lack
of any sense that Le Guin’s writings constitute an important new devel-
opment in the history of the utopian/dystopian literary tradition, rather
than a simple (or as Hegelians would say “un-mediated”) revival or re-
turn to an earlier form of utopian writing. The reason for this is that Zaki
does not make a conceptual distinction between the aesthetic form of the
traditional literary utopia and that of the novel. She thinks of Le Guin’s
writings as contributions to “political philosophy” or “political theory,”
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rather than utopian/dystopian literature, and has no interest in questions
of aesthetic form in contrast to intellectual or ideational content.111

Carl Freedman argues that the invention of science fiction as a new
genre of writing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was
eventually to lead to the “reinvention” and hence the “energization” or
“revitalization” of the “older genre” of utopian literature.112 He acknowl-
edges, however, that this process did not constitute a “return” in the
straightforward sense of a simple repetition. In his view, in comparison
with the newly developed “novelistic genre of science fiction” the more
traditional genre of utopian literature “necessarily lacks novelistic re-
sources” (my emphasis).113 The literary utopia prior to that time was in
consequence essentially “prenovelistic” (my emphasis).114 “The very char-
acteristics of the literary utopia,” he says, “are precisely those that distin-
guish the genre from the novel.”115 For example, the traditional literary
utopia employs “a generally monologic authorial style that tends to fore-
close any properly novelistic clash and heterogeneity of different
voices.”116 “By contrast,” he maintains, “the novel, and particularly the
science fiction novel, involves a much higher level of dialectical complex-
ity.”117 Freedman suggests, then, that utopian writing becomes novelistic
precisely when it merged with “science fiction,” which is itself a “novel-
istic genre.”118 He maintains that the “synthesis of science fiction with the
older form,” that is the traditional literary utopia, “amounts to the trans-
formation of utopia into the utopian novel” (my emphasis).119 Unlike Zaki,
then, Freedman does appreciate the value of making a distinction between
the form of a traditional literary utopia and a utopian novel, and this is
the great strength of his analysis. However, its weakness is that Freedman
does not appreciate the importance of making a conceptual distinction be-
tween utopian works on the one hand and dystopian ones on the other.

This weakness of Freedman’s analysis is best exemplified by what he
has to say about the respective parts which Wells and Le Guin have to
play in the history of utopian/dystopian literature. As we have seen,
Freedman has a very clear perception that the transition from traditional
literary utopia to the utopian novel, and the fusion of the history of
utopian/dystopian literature with that of science fiction took place at
the same time. The crucial question, though, is when exactly did this oc-
cur, and which writer is the decisive figure to be associated with this
transition? To be even more specific, does Freedman think that this tran-
sition took place at the end of the nineteenth century in the writings of
H. G. Wells, or does he think that it took place in the 1970s in the writ-
ings of Le Guin? Freedman’s views on this subject are inconsistent.
Sometimes he maintains that the key figure was Wells, whilst at other
times he maintains that it was Le Guin. The reason for this inconsis-
tency is because Freedman neglects to make the distinction between the
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concept of a utopian novel and that of a dystopian novel when writing
about this issue.

Thus, for example, there are passages when Freedman makes it clear
that in his view the key figure here is Wells and not Le Guin. As Freedman
himself puts it, “it remained for H. G. Wells,” at the end of the nineteenth
century, to “fuse the generic tendencies of utopia and science fiction and
thereby produce a literary utopia that is critical (and so philosophically
utopian) not only in its didactic content but also in its novelistic form.”120

It was H. G. Wells who was responsible for the “great vitalization” of the
traditional literary utopia which was “made possible by the advent of sci-
ence fiction.” And it was Wells who initiated “the transformation of
utopia into the utopian novel” (my emphasis).121 It is, Freedman maintains,
“owing to Wells more than to any other particular author that nearly all
significant literary utopias,” including Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, are now
works of “science fiction as well.”122 Freedman agrees with Zamyatin,
then, that H. G. Wells was the decisive figure so far as the origination of
the new literary genre of “the science fiction novel” is concerned. There is,
however, an important difference between the views of Zamyatin and
those of Freedman. For as we have seen, Zamyatin argues, in my view
rightly, that Wells’s science fiction stories of the 1890s are what today we
would call works of dystopian and not utopian literature.

Freedman maintains that the transition from the genre of dystopian lit-
erature or the dystopian novel to that of the utopian novel (which is also
a work of science fiction) amounts in effect to the emergence of what, fol-
lowing Tom Moylan, he refers to as the “critical utopia.” One implication
of this is that Freedman recognizes that at least one aspect of the transfor-
mation he is characterizing has to do with an innovation in literary form
as well as in the ideational content of the works in question. Another im-
plication is that Freedman maintains that the allegedly new type of
utopia, the “critical utopia,” came into existence not in the 1970s with Le
Guin but in the early years of the twentieth century in the work of H. G.
Wells. Unlike Zamyatin, therefore, again Freedman locates Wells within
the utopian rather than the dystopian literary tradition. He associates the
works of Wells with a “�” and not a “�” sign. And he thinks that Le Guin
was responsible for a reinvigoration of the tradition of utopian writing in
the sense that her work constitutes a revival of interest in the writing of
utopian novels, an enterprise which was initiated by H. G. Wells at the
end of the nineteenth century.123

It should be noted that one thing which Freedman does not do (and ar-
guably could not do) is specify which work, in particular, he has in mind
when he claims that it was H. G. Wells who wrote the very first utopian
novel which was also a work of science fiction. One obvious candidate
here is Wells’s Men Like Gods, which was published in 1923. However
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there are problems with any such suggestion. One of these is that Men Like
Gods is not a work of science fiction. Another is that there are good rea-
sons for not considering it to be a work of utopian literature. Zamyatin’s
reading of this work is interesting in this regard, for he accepts that it is
indeed a literary utopia. It is, he suggests, the one and only literary utopia
which was ever written by H. G. Wells. It is clear from what Zamyatin
says about this work, however, that he does not consider it to be a utopian
novel. In Zamyatin’s opinion (rightly or wrongly), Men Like Gods should
be thought of as a continuation of the traditional literary utopia, mainly
because of its very “thin” characterization.124 Zamyatin does not deny
that Wells wrote at least some literary utopias. What he does deny, how-
ever, is that Wells ever wrote a utopian novel—or at least a utopian novel
which is also a work of science fiction. In his view those works of Wells
which are literary utopias are not science fiction novels, and those works
which are science fiction novels are not literary utopias.

Zamyatin is not alone in offering this assessment of Wells. Much more
recently Jack Williamson, too, has suggested that most of Wells’s “later
work” is “topical journalism, propaganda for the world state, or popular
education.” The “science fiction,” Williamson maintains, “was done be-
fore he gave up his art to champion great causes.”125 Similarly, Frank Mc-
Connell also offers some support for Zamyatin’s interpretation of Wells,
although McConnell’s views on this subject are, as we have seen, not al-
ways consistent. For example he suggests at one point that Wells under-
went a transformation from being a dystopian to being a utopian novelist
at the beginning of the twentieth century.126 Elsewhere, however, he states
that “to invent a utopia as a storyteller and to mean it as a social and politi-
cal thinker are perhaps always irreconcilable habits of mind” (my empha-
sis). The “great tragedy” of Wells’s career, in McConnell’s view, is that the
“closer” Wells got to being a utopian thinker and writer, “the farther he got
from the art of fiction” (my emphasis);127 in other words, the farther he got
from being a novelist. In short, here at least McConnell concedes that the
later Wells, who was indeed a utopian writer, ceased to be a novelist, and,
therefore, could not be properly described as a utopian novelist. This, I take
it, is precisely the point which Zamyatin is making in his essay on Wells.

It is, I think, difficult to question Zamyatin’s judgment here. Conse-
quently, it is difficult to accept Freedman’s view that the works of science
fiction which Wells wrote in the 1890s might be classified as utopian nov-
els. Freedman, however, is adamant that this is indeed the case. He insists,
for example, that Wells’s The Time Machine falls into this category. As
Freedman himself puts it, “the first key text here is The Time Machine.” For
“not only does this novel inaugurate the science-fictional utopia,” but,
Freedman goes on, it is also “the first text in which the crucial temporal
and historical dimension of science fiction becomes completely explicit.”
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For this reason The Time Machine is, in his opinion, “the most significant
version of utopian literature in the first half of the twentieth century” (my
emphasis).128 The “synthesis of science fiction with literary utopia” which
Wells initiated in this particular text produced what Freedman, again fol-
lowing Tom Moylan, refers to as a “critical utopia.”129

I note in passing that Moylan himself associates the notion of a “critical
utopia” with the new developments in utopian/dystopian writing (and in
science fiction) which occurred in the 1970s, and which he associates es-
pecially with Le Guin. Pace Freedman then, Moylan would not consider
The Time Machine, or indeed any of the works of Wells, to be a critical
utopia in his sense of the term. Moreover, the reason for this is obvious. It
is that Wells’s The Time Machine is a dystopian and not a utopian work. Ac-
cording to Freedman, however, at the time it was written The Time Ma-
chine was arguably “the most critical utopia, in formal terms, to date.” In-
deed, when Wells wrote it he “established new utopian potentialities for
science fiction itself.”130

I outlined earlier a “quasi Hegelian” history of utopian/dystopian lit-
erature (and of science fiction) which I think is implicit in Freedman’s ac-
count of the views of both Wells and Le Guin. Considered from the stand-
point of that history, the remarks which Freedman makes explicitly about
H. G. Wells, and the part which he has played within it, are open to a
number of criticisms. One of these is that Freedman simply gets Wells
wrong. For, as we have seen, he interprets Wells’s works of science fiction
as utopian rather than dystopian texts. A second criticism is that this leads
Freedman to misrepresent the developmental trajectory of the history of
utopian/dystopian literature. For he also wrongly claims that one of the
key moments of transition in that history, the development of the utopian
novel which is also a work of science fiction, actually took place at the very
end of the nineteenth century rather than, as most commentators would
maintain, in the 1970s. Moreover, in so doing, Freedman overlooks the
true significance of Wells and his work, which is that Wells is to be asso-
ciated with the rise of the dystopian rather than the utopian science fiction
novel. Finally, Freedman’s mistaken assessment of Wells and his signifi-
cance for the history of utopian/dystopian thought leads to a parallel
misunderstanding of the significance of the writings of Le Guin for that
history. To be more specific, it is associated with a downplaying of the im-
portance of Le Guin and her work. For by attributing the rise of the
utopian (science fiction) novel to H. G. Wells at the end of the nineteenth
century, it is evident that what Freedman does not do, and could not then
do, is associate that new development with Le Guin in the 1970s. He is,
therefore, compelled to be much more modest in the claims which he
makes for Le Guin than he would have been had his assessment of Wells
been correct.
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All of the above comments about Freedman’s understanding of H. G.
Wells, Le Guin, and their respective contributions to the history of utopian/
dystopian literature are based on the remarks which Freedman makes ex-
plicitly in his book about Wells. But Freedman’s explicit comments about
Wells contain an implicit evaluation of the significance of Le Guin. Indeed,
the relevance of Freedman’s interpretation of Wells for our understanding of
his assessment of Le Guin and her importance is readily apparent. Freedman
acknowledges that Le Guin’s contribution in the 1970s was of considerable
significance. Up until that time, throughout most of the twentieth century,
the vast majority of works written from the standpoint of the utopian/
dystopian literary tradition had been dystopian novels and not utopian ones.
According to Freedman, Le Guin’s writings, therefore, especially The Dis-
possessed, are important because they do represent a return to, a reinvention
or a reinvigoration of the utopian tradition, in the specific sense that, just like
the earlier works of H. G. Wells, it too is a utopian (science fiction) novel. It is
arguable, however, that from the point of view of the “quasi-Hegelian” spec-
ulative history referred to earlier, this is to damn Le Guin with faint praise.
For this assessment does not do justice to the real nature of Le Guin’s con-
tribution, which according to this line of reasoning was in fact to do for the
utopian/dystopian tradition something similar to what Wells himself had
done earlier, namely initiate a new nodal point of transition; a transition
which amounted, not simply to a straightforward return to an older form of
writing, originated by Wells at the end of the nineteenth century, namely the
dystopian science fiction novel, but rather to a qualitatively new form of writ-
ing, the utopian science fiction novel. Le Guin’s contribution, therefore, was
a “revolutionary” one. It is a contribution which is no less significant for the
history of utopian/dystopian literature, and of science fiction, than that of
Wells himself.

Freedman’s explicit remarks about Wells and Le Guin in respect to this
issue are not entirely consistent. For example, in his discussion of Wells,
despite his insistence that Wells was a writer of utopian science fiction
novels, Freedman also claims at one point that although works like The
Time Machine are indeed “utopias,” they are not positive but “negative
utopias” (my emphasis).131 And it as such that they represent “the most
significant version of utopian literature in the first half of the twentieth
century.”132 Again, however, it is arguable for reasons given earlier that
this usage is seriously misleading. Moreover, from the standpoint of the
speculative history we are discussing this usage makes it extremely diffi-
cult to delineate with any degree of precision the exact trajectory of the
important developments which have occurred in the history of
utopian/dystopian literature from the late nineteenth century onward. In
particular, it makes it much more difficult for us to assess the importance
of both H. G. Wells and Le Guin respectively for that history.
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A similar inconsistency can also be found in Freedman’s explicit com-
ments about Le Guin. For example, having seriously underestimated the
importance of Le Guin’s work for the history in question by misrepre-
senting, or at least exaggerating, that of Wells, nevertheless Freedman also
makes remarks which indicate that he is well aware of Le Guin’s true sig-
nificance. For example at one point he states that “The Dispossessed is not
only the central text in the post-war American revival of the positive utopia,
but, arguably, the most vital and politically acute instance of the positive
utopia yet produced, at least in the English speaking tradition.”133 From
the standpoint of the speculative history which I think is implicit in Freed-
man’s account this assessment of Le Guin and her significance is ab-
solutely correct. It is evident, however, that, although it is correct, it is not
consistent with Freedman’s explicit claim that Le Guin’s significance is
that her writings represent a return, or a reinvigoration, or a reinvention
of that particular tradition of utopian writing which was first initiated by
H. G. Wells. For as Zamyatin argues, and as we have seen Freedman him-
self also occasionally acknowledges, Wells did not write what Freedman
refers to here as “positive utopias,” that is to say utopian science fiction
novels. Nor did he write “negative utopias” (a contradiction in terms).
What he actually wrote were dystopian science fiction novels, or novelistic
tales. It is arguable, then, that Freedman is wrong to claim that Le Guin’s
The Dispossessed is a contribution to a literary genre which was originated
by Wells. Rather, it constitutes a new and radical departure both in the
history of utopian/dystopian literature and of science fiction.

I have suggested that the views of both Zaki and Freedman might both
be associated with a “quasi Hegelian” history of utopian/dystopian liter-
ature in its relationship to science fiction. That history might be said to be
a theoretical synthesis of their two accounts, each of which has both
strengths and weaknesses. The strength of Zaki’s account is that it does
make the conceptual distinction between works of literature which might
be categorized as utopias and those which are dystopias. Its weakness is
that Zaki does not distinguish between the ideational or sociological con-
tent of a particular text and its aesthetic form. In particular, she does not
differentiate between a literary utopia, on the one hand and a novel on the
other. Freedman’s account might be said to suffer from similar failing, but
in reverse, as it were. For the strength of his account is that, unlike Zaki,
he does make the important distinction between the form of the tradi-
tional literary utopia and that of the novel. Its main weakness, however,
when it is considered from the standpoint of this account, is that Freed-
man does not explicitly distinguish between those novels which are
utopian and those which are dystopian.

It is obvious that the views which Zaki and Freedman state explicitly
could in principle be combined in such a way that a third position, that
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of the “quasi-Hegelian” speculative history referred to above, is gener-
ated. According to this third account, it is necessary that we make both
of these two conceptual distinctions, and not just one of them. First we
must distinguish between traditional literary utopias and novels and
second we must distinguish between dystopian novels and utopian
ones. From the standpoint of our speculative history it is only if we
make both of these distinctions explicitly, which neither Zaki nor Freed-
man do, that we will be able to adequately understand the history of
utopian/dystopian literature in relation to that of science fiction, and es-
pecially the parts which H. G. Wells and Le Guin have respectively to
play within that history.

CONCLUSION

I have spent some time outlining the ideas which are associated with what
I have referred to as the “quasi-Hegelian” speculative history of utopian/
dystopian literature which, in my view, can be found if only implicitly in
the writings of a number of commentators, including Moylan, Zaki and
Freedman. I am not aware of any commentator who has made an explicit
attempt to develop systematically such an approach to the understanding
of the history of utopian/dystopian literature in relation to science fiction.
And I am not aware of any commentator who has sought explicitly to ex-
amine the writings of either H. G. Wells or Le Guin from the standpoint
of such a history. Nor is this at all surprising, as the assumptions associ-
ated with such a history, once they have been made explicit, and once they
have been compared with the actual history of utopian/dystopian litera-
ture, can be seen to be impossibly crude. Nevertheless, I do think it is
fruitful to consider Le Guin and her work from this point of view. I should
emphasize, however, that this is not because I agree with the particular
reading of Le Guin and The Dispossessed which is associated with the spec-
ulative history referred to above, and which is in a sense generated by it.
On the contrary, I think that this reading is seriously misleading. To be
more specific, I do not think it is helpful to think of Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed as being a utopian novel. Nor therefore, a fortiori, do I think it is help-
ful to think of it as being the first literary production of that type. Hence I
do not think that The Dispossessed represents a major turning point in the
history of the utopian/dystopian tradition of the kind which is suggested
by this speculative history because it is allegedly the first utopian novel
which is also a work of science fiction.

In connection with this issue, if we rely on the remarks which Le Guin 
herself has made about over the last three decades then the evidence is 
conflicting. Nevertheless, in my view there is at least some evidence, pace
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Zaki, Freedman, and the speculative history of utopian/dystopian literature
which is implicit in their writings, that no matter how much her views have
changed since she first wrote The Dispossessed in the 1970s, Le Guin did not
then think that she had written a new type of literary utopia, a “utopian
novel.” In chapters 5 and 6, I shall argue that there is evidence in the essays
which she wrote at this time that, like Zamyatin before her, Le Guin was of
the opinion that the very idea of a literary utopia which is also a novel is a
contradiction in terms. According to this reading of Le Guin, in her own es-
timation when she wrote The Dispossessed, Le Guin did not think that she
had written a literary utopia at all. Rather, she thought that she had written
something quite different, namely a novel dealing with the theme of utopi-
anism in politics.
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LE GUIN, DIALECTICS, AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF TAOISM

More than one commentator has observed that Le Guin’s philosophic
outlook is a “dialectical” one. In my view it is a question of some in-

terest to ask what the source of that outlook is. In this chapter I shall first
consider Le Guin’s relationship to Taoism and second the affinities which
exist between Le Guin’s ideas and the philosophy of Hegel. Le Guin’s en-
thusiasm for Taoism is evident in The Left Hand of Darkness, The Lathe of
Heaven, and The Dispossessed.

But what, exactly, is meant by “Taoism” here? There is a popular un-
derstanding of the philosophy of Taoism which identifies it exclusively
with the principle of Being rather than Becoming, or with the notions of
order, harmony, stability, and permanence as opposed to those of con-
flict, disorder, transience, and change. This is the understanding of both
Darko Suvin and William Barber.1 And it must be conceded that there are
times when Le Guin herself also endorses such an understanding. For ex-
ample, in her recent edition of the Tao Te Ching she suggests that for Lao
Tzu “new is strange and strange is uncanny. New is bad. Lao Tzu is
deeply and firmly against changing things, particularly in the name of
progress.”2

However, if this is an accurate account of the views associated with Tao-
ism then it seems clear that, at certain time in her life (especially in the
1970s when she wrote The Dispossessed) there have been occasions when
Le Guin could not and should not be thought of as being unequivocally a
Taoist. It would, rather, be more accurate to say that Taoism constitutes
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just one aspect of her own philosophical outlook. For there is another,
equally important aspect of Le Guin’s thinking, which emphasizes the im-
portance of the principle of change, and which has affinities not with the
philosophical beliefs of Parmenides, Plato, or Lao Tzu, but rather with
those of Heraclitus, H. G. Wells, and Zamyatin. Darko Suvin, for example,
interprets Le Guin as being not a Taoist at all, but as a properly “dialecti-
cal” thinker, precisely because he understands Taoism to be a philosophy
which is committed to the principles of harmony and balance, and hence
also to the idea of a synthesis or compromise, between two different and
independent, rather than interdependent, points of view. On the other
hand, however, “the ambiguities never absent from” Le Guin’s work, Su-
vin maintains, do “not primarily flow from a static balancing of two Yin-
and-Yang type alternatives, two principles or opposites” between which
a “middle Way of wisdom leads.” Consequently, although Taoism “has
undoubtedly had an influence” on Le Guin, in Suvin’s view (writing in
1988) any attempts to “subsume” Le Guin under Taoism are not only
“doomed to failure” now but also “retrospectively revealed as inadequate
even for her earlier works.” Rather, Suvin insists, the “Leguinian ambigu-
ities are in principle dynamic.” That is to say, in Le Guin’s thinking, “to
every opposition or contradiction there is, as Mao Tse Tung would say, a
principal aspect which is dominant or ascendant and by means of which
that contradiction renders asunder the old, transforming it into the new.”3

It should, however, be noted that Le Guin’s views on the subject of Tao-
ism are not consistent. For example, she makes it clear in her “A Response
to the Le Guin Issue,” which was published in Science Fiction Studies in
1974, that although she is happy to identify herself with the outlook of
Taoism, she nevertheless disagrees with her critics over the question of
just what such identification involves. In particular, she resists the sug-
gestion that the “static” vision expressed by Orr in The Lathe of Heaven
does accurately represent the Taoist way of thinking about the world, pre-
cisely because she recognizes that Orr’s views tell only one side of the
story. Le Guin would, I think, at least at times, have some sympathy for
Elizabeth Cogell Cummins’s suggestion (which would no doubt come as
a surprise to a number of commentators, including Jameson and Rabkin)
that, far from being a “static” way of thinking, similar to the philosophies
of Parmenides, Taoism should rather be associated with the notion of
“constant change,” and hence also with the philosophy of Heraclitus,
which from the time of Plato onward has usually been considered to di-
rectly contradict that of Parmenides. According to Cogell Cummins, “the
key to Taoism is that change is eternal” and “reality is process.” Conse-
quently if we wish to grasp what is involved in Le Guin’s commitment to
Taoism, which according to Cogell Cummins, Le Guin has correctly un-
derstood, it is necessary that we accept that Le Guin’s outlook is “in prin-
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ciple,” not at all static but rather, on the contrary, a “dynamic” one.4 From
this standpoint, Le Guin is of the opinion that is wrong to think of Taoism
as being identical with either one or the other of the two modes of think-
ing, the “Yang” and the “Yin,” identified earlier. For there is an important
sense in which the Taoist way of looking at the world must embrace both
of these, despite the fact that they contradict one another.

This way of thinking about Le Guin’s relationship to Taoism has been
hinted at by Donald Theall.5 According to Theall, Le Guin offers a “reinter-
pretation” of Taoism, which must be considered to be in a sense a new de-
parture. As Theall puts it, “while balance is obviously a central feature of
her writing, she also takes the concept of ambivalence very seriously,
stressing history as perpetually upsetting the balance and creating new
tensions.” In his opinion Le Guin “sees balance as a dynamic principle
mediating between oppositions.” Her views constitute, therefore, a
“sharpened reinterpretation of the Taoist conception of balance” (my em-
phasis). Like Suvin and Barber, however, Theall insists that Le Guin’s out-
look is not authentically Taoist. In his view it is, rather, “in some ways
similar” to that of the “socialist humanist” Leszek Kolakowski, who has
“pointed out that an acceptance of contradiction did not automatically re-
sult in a simple balance based on the reconciliation of opposites.”6

There are times, then, when Le Guin thinks (rightly or wrongly) that the
Yin and the Yang of Taoism are not simply “opposites” which might exist
independently of one another. It is not possible, she maintains, for us sim-
ply to “compromise” between them. Nor can we produce a peaceful har-
mony by reconciling the tension which exists between them. We cannot
synthesize them in a manner which achieves a third way of thinking
which actually resolves the contradiction which they embrace. Le Guin
points out that it is “all too often” maintained that for Taoists “Yin and
Yang are opposites between which lies the straight, but safe, Way.” As an
account of Taoism this is, Le Guin maintains, “all wrong.”7 Against this
view, Le Guin presents an alternative understanding of Taoism which ap-
pears to have been inspired by her familiarity with the notion of “dialec-
tics,” as this is to be found in the writings of Hegel and Marxism. Indeed,
she suggests at one point that those of her critics who misunderstand Tao-
ism would do well to familiarize themselves with the principles of “Marx-
ian dialectics.” They should read, for example, the writings of the Sinolo-
gist Joseph Needham, who was, Le Guin points out, himself “a Marxist.”8

According to Le Guin’s understanding of Taoism, then, the two princi-
ples represented by the notions of Yin and Yang stand not simply in op-
position but in contradiction to one another. Each on its own is an “ab-
straction” and neither can subsist independently, or even be thought of
independently, of the other. Moreover, the tension which exists between
them could never be resolved. It is, of course, possible for someone to seek
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to synthesize these two principles in some way, thereby producing a third
form of thinking which embraces the insights of both. And it may even be
appropriate to say that the final outcome of such an attempted process of
synthesis could be associated with a certain kind of harmony or resolu-
tion. But this particular type of harmony or resolution is a most peculiar
one, as it does not preclude the possibility of tension, contradiction, and,
therefore, conflict, between the component principles which create and
sustain it. As Le Guin has put the same point, more recently, “the rever-
sals and paradoxes” on the Tao Te Ching are indeed “the oppositions of the
Yin and the Yang—male/female, light/dark, glory/modesty,” and so on.
However, the “balancing act” between these “oppositions” which is un-
dertaken by Taoism “results in neither stasis nor synthesis.”9

In her response to her critics, this is the view which Le Guin associates
with Taoism, properly understood. According to this understanding, the
way of the Tao is the way of logical paradox and contradiction. Con-
fronted by such a paradox, the good Taoist does not seek to resolve the
contradiction or deal with the problem which it poses by identifying with
either one of its two “sides” or the other. Rather, the good Taoist embraces
the contradiction itself, despite the fact that it cannot in principle be re-
solved. This is the “way” of the Tao, just as it is the way of life itself. It is,
presumably, for this reason that in The Lathe of Heaven one of Le Guin’s
chapter headings is the following paradoxical assertion taken from the
saying of the Taoist philosopher Chuang Tse: “‘To let understanding stop
at what cannot be understood is a high attainment. Those who cannot do
it will be destroyed on the lathe of heaven.’”10 Philosophically speaking,
this is an attitude which does not necessarily imply a critique of reason
and science, though it might imply a critique of certain ways of thinking
about them. Indeed, as in the work of Fritjof Capra, which Le Guin occa-
sionally cites,11 it might be said to represent a call for us to revise our un-
derstanding of science and the scientific attitude; a call to break down the
barriers between science, on the one hand, and philosophy, mysticism,
and religion, on the other.

If we read Le Guin’s writings in the light of her commitment to Taoism,
understood in this particular sense, then we get some interesting results.
For example, if Le Guin were indeed to identify herself with the “one
sided” views of George Orr in The Lathe of Heaven, then by her own ac-
count she would not be a good Taoist. In my view, pace Jameson and
Rabkin, this is an indication that Le Guin does not make this identification
at all. Similarly, in the case of The Dispossessed, if it is true that the central
character in the novel, the physicist Shevek, represents Le Guin’s own
views; and if it is also true that when she wrote The Dispossessed Le Guin
then endorsed the understanding of Taoism which has been attributed to
her by some of her critics; it would follow that Shevek would have to be
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presented in this text as being committed to a certain form of utopianism,
of the Yin variety, which identifies itself exclusively with the Simultaneity
Theory of Time. It is clear enough, however, that Le Guin does not pre-
sent the character Shevek in this way. The conclusion to be drawn from
this is not that the outlook of Shevek/Le Guin is not Taoist, but rather that
we should not have a partial or one-sided understanding of Taoism.

Charlotte Spivack has claimed that for Le Guin “the basic principles of
Odonianism” in The Dispossessed “are congruent with those of Taoism.”12

There is, of course, some truth in this, but only if it is understood that for
Le Guin Taoism, properly understood, is a thoroughgoing dialectical phi-
losophy. One consequence of this is that if we take, for example, Le Guin’s
view of the relationship which exists between the two societies on Anar-
res and Urras (specifically A-Io) in this text, then Le Guin’s understand-
ing of Taoism leads her not to make a straightforward “either-or” choice
between the principles associated with them, but rather to embrace the
contradictory totality which is them both. This is an outlook which, as in
the case of the notions of Yin and Yang, or the respective views of Haber
and Orr in The Lathe of Heaven, sees that the one “side” of the story could
not exist without the other. It sees the necessity of both and in conse-
quence also accepts, or is resigned to, the existence of both. For those who
think that if Le Guin could not be said to be straightforwardly a conser-
vative thinker there is nevertheless at least a conservative dimension to
her work, it is precisely this which constitutes the conservative element in
her thinking. For such an attitude must involve some kind of accommo-
dation on her part with the principles which underpin the social order on
Urras (A-Io).

THE AMBIGUITY OF HEGEL’S PHILOSOPHY: 
RIGHT AND LEFT HEGELIANISM

As we have seen, a number of commentators have noted that Le Guin has a
tendency to think dialectically about most issues, whether these relate to nat-
ural science or to ethics and politics, and it is an interesting question to ask
what the source of inspiration for this outlook might be. In the preceding
section I discussed one possible answer to this question, namely that Le
Guin derives her inspiration from the philosophy of Taoism. Some com-
mentators, in contrast, have sought to relate Le Guin to Marxism, assuming
(not entirely implausibly) that if her mind-set is indeed a dialectical one then
it is quite likely that her commitment to this way of thinking was derived
through a critical engagement with the views of Marx and Marxists. Yet
other commentators, however, have sought to bypass this line of reasoning
and have drawn attention to the affinity which exists between Le Guin’s
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philosophical beliefs and those of Hegel. In short, they have sought to relate
Le Guin ideas to those of Hegel directly, independently of the possible or ac-
tual filter of Marxism. In this section I would like to pursue this last line of
inquiry further. For despite Le Guin’s commitment to anarchism there are
striking similarities between some of the philosophical ideas which under-
pin her work and those of Hegel. Nor is this too surprising. The classical an-
archist tradition before Le Guin, especially the work of Bakunin, also owes a
great deal to Hegel, and Le Guin might be thought of as continuing in that
tradition. The philosophy of Hegel, however, can be and has been inter-
preted in different ways, and the political significance of that philosophy is
quite different, depending upon the interpretation which is offered.

Since the nineteenth century there have been two dominant, and quite
different (indeed diametrically opposed), interpretations of Hegel’s phi-
losophy as a whole, which are usually associated with the notions of
“Right Hegelianism” and “Left Hegelianism” respectively.13 According to
both interpretations Hegel’s philosophy as Hegel himself understood it
was nothing more than a conservative sanction of the social and political
status quo in Germany in the 1830s and 1840s. The difference between the
two is that the Right Hegelians of that time considered this to be a good
thing, whereas the Left Hegelians deplored it. Additionally, the Left
Hegelians also found the solution to this problem in Hegel’s own philos-
ophy, which in their view did contain at least one element which might be
put to critical use, and which was indeed potentially both radical and rev-
olutionary, namely Hegel’s endorsement of the principle of dialectics.
This, it should be noted, is something which anarchism had in common
with Marxism at that time. For the members of both movements were for
a while committed Left Hegelians.

A good way of approaching the issue of the ambiguity of Hegel’s phi-
losophy, and its relevance for an assessment of the work of Zamyatin and
Le Guin, is to begin by focusing on the ancient dispute between the pre-
Socratic philosophers Parmenides and Heraclitus regarding the nature of
reality. As is well known, Parmenides understood reality by reference to
the notion of a static Being and, therefore, like Plato (at least according to
the conventional reading of Plato’s views) denied the reality of change. In
his view, the appearance of change in the world is merely an illusion. In
its fundamental nature nothing in the world ever really changes. Against
Parmenides, however, Heraclitus insisted that it is the appearance of per-
manence and stability which is illusory. And that change itself, or the
principle of Becoming, is the only thing which is permanent and, there-
fore, truly real.14

Where did Hegel stand in this dispute? Not surprisingly, given the am-
biguous nature of Hegel’s philosophy, his attitude toward this issue has
been interpreted in different and opposed ways.15 Some commentators
have interpreted Hegel as being in effect a follower of Parmenides, or a
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Platonist who attaches no importance at all to the principle of change.16

Sidney Hook, for example, has claimed that “Hegel’s difficulties with
time were notorious.” According to Hook, Hegel “cannot grant its ‘real-
ity’,” since this would “involve him in a logical contradiction—as, for
Hegel, those things which are truly real [ideas or concepts, TB] are neces-
sarily timeless.” On the other hand, however, Hook maintains, Hegel “can
hardly dismiss the phenomenon of time altogether.” He is compelled,
therefore, Hook concludes, to “acknowledge its ‘existence’,” if not its “re-
ality,” which “he does so grudgingly.”17 This Platonic reading of Hegel
may be associated with Right Hegelianism. For it seems clear enough that
if in general nothing ever could change in its essentials, then that is true of
society also. Consequently, there is no point in even attempting to under-
take a revolutionary or radical transformation of any society. Other com-
mentators, however, have taken the contrary view and interpreted Hegel
as being a follower of Heraclitus, and hence someone whose philosophy
focuses exclusively on the principle of Becoming rather than that of Being.
This is the reading associated with Left Hegelianism.18

In my view each of the two diametrically opposed interpretations of
Hegel’s philosophy outlined above is partial, one-sided, and, therefore
oversimplified. Each interpretation captures just one important aspect of
Hegel’s thought and ignores another. Neither Right Hegelianism nor Left
Hegelianism, therefore, succeeds in capturing the complex and contradic-
tory nature of Hegel’s philosophy as a whole. For correctly understood,
Hegel’s philosophy attaches importance to both the principle of Being and
that of Becoming for any adequate intellectual comprehension of the
world. Michael Inwood accurately captures Hegel’s true position in re-
spect to this issue when he says that although later Greek philosophers
“shared, for the most part, Plato’s preference for Being over Becoming,”
the German philosophers of the nineteenth century [i.e. Nietzsche, TB], on
the other hand, “tended to prefer Becoming to the rigidity of Being.”
Against this “one sided” Heraclitean reading of Hegel, Inwood correctly
points out that as a matter of fact Hegel did not, like Heraclitus, “abandon
being altogether in favor of unremitting flux,” or the principle of pure Be-
coming. Rather, Inwood rightly argues, Hegel’s philosophy presents a di-
alectical synthesis in which both the principle of Being and that of Be-
coming have a necessary part to play.19 I shall call this third reading,
which I consider to be correct, the “Centrist” reading of Hegel.

MARXISM AND LEFT HEGELIANISM

In his well-known essay on Feuerbach, Engels illustrates the two diamet-
rically opposed readings of Hegel’s philosophy associated with Right and
Left Hegelianism by making a distinction between Hegel’s philosophical
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system and his dialectic method.20 According to Engels, what I have de-
scribed as Right Hegelianism focuses exclusively on the conservative side
of Hegel’s thought—his philosophical system—and ignores his dialectic
method. Engels argues that it is for this reason that in the end the politi-
cal conclusions of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right are from the standpoint of
this reading “extremely tame.”21 According to the Left Hegelianism of
both Marx and Engels, Hegel’s “dialectic method,” on the other hand,
sees everything as changing and developing all of the time. It could never,
therefore, permanently sanctify any existing political state of affairs. Con-
sequently, it has radical political implications. As Engels puts it, this
method represents the “revolutionary character of the Hegelian philoso-
phy” as a whole, once it has been extracted from the philosophical system
with which it is currently associated.22 From the standpoint of Engels’s
terminology then, we might say that Right Hegelianism with its exclusive
emphasis on the principle of Being focuses solely on Hegel’s system and
ignores his method, whereas Left Hegelianism, with its exclusive empha-
sis on the principle of Becoming, does the opposite. Against each of these
two opposed interpretations of Hegel’s philosophy, however, an advocate
of the Centrist reading of Hegel would argue, as Sidney Hook has done,
that Hegel’s system and his method are in fact “indissoluble.”23

Marx captures what he takes to be the revolutionary aspect of Hegel’s
philosophy very well when he suggests (wrongly as it happens) that if we
look at the world from an Hegelian point of view the only truly permanent
thing is change itself. As Marx puts it (citing Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura,
which he studied whilst a doctoral student between 1839 and 1841), from
the standpoint of the Hegelian philosophy “the only immutable thing is
the abstraction of movement” (my emphasis) itself—“mors immortalis.”24

In a well-known passage alluding to Hegel’s philosophy Marx claims that
it only seems to “glorify the existing state of things.” For although this phi-
losophy certainly does include “in its comprehension an affirmative
recognition of the existing state of things” nevertheless at the same time,
Marx argues, it also includes “the recognition of the negation of that state”
and of “its inevitable breaking up,” because it regards “every historically
developed social form as in fluid movement” and, therefore, “takes into
its account its transient nature not less than its momentary existence.”
Consequently like Engels, Marx concludes that suitably interpreted
Hegel’s philosophy is in fact “in its essence critical and revolutionary.”25

We may note in passing that this assessment of Marx’s understanding
of Hegel and Hegelianism is entirely consistent with the standpoint of
what is usually referred to as “orthodox Marxism.” For, like classical an-
archism, orthodox Marxism was also opposed to what its proponents con-
sidered to be political “utopianism,” or to the construction of blueprints
for ideal societies, just as it rejected the notion of static perfectionism
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which is often associated with utopian theorizing.26 Moreover, for this
very reason, orthodox Marxism also rejected the notion that Marx’s social
theory is to be associated with any kind of moral vision or ethical ideal.
On the contrary it claimed itself to be a “scientific” account of human so-
ciety and of human history, the purpose of which is explanatory rather
than normative or evaluative.27 Orthodox Marxism assumes that all
morality is ideology—specifically “bourgeois” ideology—and that the
idea of an “ethical Marxism” is a contradiction in terms. From this point
of view, writers like Le Guin who think about human affairs in ethical
terms are not and could not possibly be Marxists. Those who look at the
world from Marx’s point of view must eschew the employment of moral
categories altogether.28

CLASSICAL ANARCHISM AND LEFT HEGELIANISM

So far as classical anarchism is concerned, both Proudhon and Bakunin
might be classified as Left Hegelians. For example, George Woodcock has
noted that for Proudhon in both science and society “progress,” that is to
say change, is “indefinite.” It “has no end, nor, in the ordinary sense, does
it appear to have a goal.” Rather, it is the “negation of immutable forms
and formulae, of all doctrines of eternity, permanence, or impeccability, of
all permanent order, not excepting that of the universe, and of every sub-
ject or object, spiritual or transcendental, that does not change.” Proudhon
envisages a world in which “history loses all its rigidity in the interflow
of the balancing forces,” a world which “changes constantly and never
reaches the stillness of perfection because imperfection is a cause and a
consequence of its everlasting movement.” Quite rightly, Woodcock asso-
ciates Proudhon’s attitude toward change with the philosophy of Hera-
clitus. “The formula,” he says, “is almost Heraclitean.” As such “it sug-
gests the flux of a never ending change.” Woodcock seems to me,
however, to be quite wrong when he also suggests that this is an aspect of
Proudhon’s thought which might be contrasted with that of Hegel and
Marx, or in Woodcock’s words, “the dialectical forward movement of the
Hegelians and the Marxists,”29 at least on one reading of their respective
philosophies. For both Hegel and Marx have also been interpreted as fol-
lowers of Heraclitus. In the opinion of at least some commentators, Hera-
cliteanism is something which Marx and Engels have in common with
classical anarchists such as Bakunin and Proudhon, and indeed with con-
temporary postmodernism, the reason for this being that all of these
strands of thinking share a common source of influence, namely the phi-
losophy of Hegel, who on this reading is himself interpreted as a follower
of Heraclitus.30 Whatever their differences might be in other areas, then,
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this common intellectual debt to the philosophy of Hegel is not one of
them. Their respective interpretations of Hegel, and their conclusion
that his philosophy has potentially revolutionary political implications,
are fundamentally the same. They are all what I have referred to as Left
Hegelians.

Similarly, in the case of Bakunin we find not just an enthusiasm for the
philosophy of Hegel but, more specifically for that particular interpreta-
tion of Hegel’s philosophy which I have characterized as Left Hegelian-
ism. For Bakunin, in an essay entitled “The Reaction in Germany” which
he wrote in 1842, “contradiction and its immanent development,” or the
dialectical outlook, constitute the “keynote of the whole Hegelian sys-
tem,” and for this reason Hegel is “unconditionally the greatest philoso-
pher of the present time,” precisely because this category of contradiction
is the “chief category of the governing spirit of our times.”31 Bakunin
agrees with what he takes to be Hegel’s view that contradiction alone, un-
derstood as the “embracing of its two one-sided members,” is “true.” One
cannot, he says, reproach the principle of contradiction for being “one
sided” and, therefore, “superficial.” Following Hegel, Bakunin associates
the notion of contradiction generally with the ideas of that which is “Pos-
itive,” on the one hand, and that which is “Negative” on the other. He as-
sociates the principle of “positivity” with “what is” and what will remain
as it is if it is not changed. The principle of “negativity,” on the other hand,
he associates with the idea of change, the criticism of what is and its al-
teration of transformation into something else, something radically new
and different. Those who identify themselves with the principle of posi-
tivity Bakunin refers to as the “Positives,” or what perhaps today we
would refer to as the “Positivists.” Those who identify themselves with
the principle of “Negativity” he refers to as “the Negatives,” or as perhaps
we would say today the “Negativists.” According to Bakunin, Hegel’s
philosophy generally, because it is a philosophy of contradiction, must
recognize the validity of both of these principles together.

Bakunin notes that some of Hegel’s interpreters, whom he refers to as
“compromisers,” use the Hegelian philosophy to defend the status quo by
suggesting that, from Hegel’s point of view, although existing society can
and will, and indeed must, change, nevertheless the change in question
ought to be a slow one, so as to preserve the identity of what is changing
in and through the process of change which it undergoes. As Bakunin
puts it, these compromisers say to the Positivists, “Hang on to the old, but
permit the Negatives at the same time to resolve it gradually.” On the
other hand, however, they say to the Negativists, “Destroy the old, but not
all at once and completely, so that you will always have something to do.”
In short, Bakunin maintains, the compromisers say to the advocates of
each of the other two opposing interpretations of Hegel’s philosophy,
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“each of you remain in your one-sidedness, but we, the elect, will prove
the pleasure of totality for ourselves.”32 Hence, these compromisers, in-
terpret Hegel’s philosophy in such a way that, politically speaking, far
from being revolutionary it leads to nothing more than a moderate pro-
gram of social and political reform.33

In Bakunin’s view, the particular way in which these compromisers
present Hegel as a social and political reformer is by emphasizing that
precisely because it is a philosophy of contradiction, and, therefore, em-
braces both the principle of the Positive as well as that of the Negative,
Hegel’s philosophy could not in principle ever lead to radical or revolu-
tionary political conclusions. For a revolutionary political program would
be one which focuses solely and exclusively on the idea of the Negative,
and would ignore entirely that of the Positive, something which no prop-
erly dialectical approach could possibly do. Indeed, if it were to do so then
it would immediately become partial and one sided, and, therefore, neces-
sarily undialectical. The compromisers, therefore, Bakunin points out,
“forbid that one of the two one-sided members be taken in the abstract”
and require that “they be comprehended as a totality in their necessary
union, in their inseparability.” For they say that “either of its opposed
members, taken by itself, is one-sided and thus untrue” and consequently
insist that “we have to grasp the contradiction in its totality in order to
have truth.”34

It should be obvious that the interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy
which Bakunin associates with his compromisers is the one which I ear-
lier referred to as the Centrist interpretation, and which in my view is ba-
sically correct. Not surprisingly, given that he was himself a Left
Hegelian, a social and political revolutionary, Bakunin had little time for
this particular interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy and its practical polit-
ical implications. Against it, therefore, he proposed an alternative. This al-
ternative could not, of course, state explicitly that for Hegel the principle
of Positivity is of no importance at all, as that would indeed be a partial,
one-sided and undialectical reading of Hegel’s philosophical outlook. In-
stead, Bakunin asserts that although Hegel certainly does attach impor-
tance to the principle of the Positive as well as that of the Negative, nev-
ertheless he does not attach the same or as much importance to it. As
Bakunin himself puts it, for Hegel “the Positive and the Negative do not,
as the Compromisers think, have equal justification” (my emphasis). For
Hegel, the principle of contradiction should not be associated with a state
of “equilibrium” but rather with one in which there is a “preponderance
of the Negative.” Following a line of reasoning which is of dubious logi-
cal validity, Bakunin maintains that for Hegel because the Positive cannot
exist without the Negative it follows that the Negative determines “the
life of the Positive itself.” Consequently it is the Negative alone which
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“includes within itself the totality of the contradiction,” and which, there-
fore, “has absolute justification.”35 In this way, then, Bakunin presents a
radical and revolutionary interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy which as-
sociates that philosophy with Heracliteanism and with a commitment to
the negation of what is, no matter what the nature of that is might be, and
hence with the idea of constant and radical change, or permanent revolu-
tion. Bakunin’s interpretation of Hegel associates the idea of the Negative
with that of “denial, destruction and passionate consumption” of the Pos-
itive and hence with “the complete annihilation of the present social and
political world.”36 From his point of view although it is true that the com-
promisers “acknowledge the totality of contradiction, just as we do,” nev-
ertheless it is also true that they “rob it, or rather want to rob it, of its mo-
tion of its vitality,” of its “soul.”37 For Bakunin, then, the principle of
Negativity is the “spirit of revolution.” In a famous, indeed notorious,
phrase he asserts that this principle is the “passion for destruction,”
which is also a “creative passion.” As such, as in the case of the allusion
to fire or a flame in the philosophy of Heraclitus, it is “the eternal spirit
which destroys and annihilates only because it is the unfathomable and
eternally creative source of life.”38

ZAMYATIN’S WE AND LEFT HEGELIANISM39

In my view, the Left Hegelian reading of Hegel’s philosophy which iden-
tifies it with that of Heraclitus, is also subscribed to by both Nietzsche and
Zamyatin. So far as Nietzsche’s relation to Hegel is concerned,40 Walter
Kaufmann has stated that “Nietzsche and Hegel were at one in their high
esteem of Heraclitus.” Nor is this surprising. For “both thinkers admired
the ‘dark’ philosopher for the same reason,” namely because “their own
absolute principles were not inert, or stable.” Hegel and Nietzsche also
“expressly denied,” Kaufman goes on, “the peaceful self-identity of the
basic cosmic force and considered strife a definitive feature of the ‘Ab-
solute.’”41 Michael Inwood has noted Nietzsche’s remark in The Gay Sci-
ence (1882) that “we Germans are Hegelians even if there had never been
any Hegel” precisely because we “instinctively assign a deeper sense and
richer value to becoming, to development, than to what ‘is.’”42 According
to Inwood, however, the understanding of Hegel’s philosophy which un-
derpins this remark is erroneous. For Nietzsche wrongly identifies the
principle of Becoming as the sole principle upon which Hegel’s philoso-
phy is based.43

It is difficult to read what Bakunin has to say about Hegel and the rev-
olutionary political implications of the Hegelian philosophy in “The Re-
action in Germany” and not to think of what Zamyatin says about change
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and the idea of “permanent revolution” as the “law of life,” both in his
essays and in his novel We.44 Moreover, it should be noted that, despite
his general enthusiasm for the philosophy of Nietzsche, Zamyatin does
also have a tendency to employ the categories of Hegel’s philosophy in
his writings. Like Nietzsche, he too interprets Hegel as being a straight-
forward exponent of the philosophy of Heraclitus. Thus, for example,
when talking about “progress” in the history of science Zamyatin asserts
that this always follows the same pattern: “yesterday the thesis; today,
the antithesis; and tomorrow, the synthesis.”45 It is arguable, then, that
Zamyatin’s views on scientific progress, and on history generally, are in-
formed as much by a Left Hegelian reading of Hegel’s philosophy as
they are by the ideas of Nietzsche. In other words, as Marx also occa-
sionally does, Zamyatin might be said to endorse the Left Hegelian or
revolutionary reading of Hegel which focus exclusively on the idea that
all things are undergoing a process of constant change and consequently
nothing, and especially no particular form of society, could ever be per-
manent or enduring. By implication, then, Zamyatin also thinks that
there is a striking affinity between the views of Hegel and Nietzsche,
two philosophers whose ideas are usually considered to be antithetical
to one another. From Zamyatin’s standpoint there is no significant dif-
ference at all between the philosophical beliefs of Heraclitus, Hegel, and
Nietzsche. Moreover, given the fact that Marx also occasionally said
things which indicate that he too was prepared, if only at times, to iden-
tify himself with the principles of Left Hegelianism, we might go even
further than this and add the name of Marx himself to the list of philoso-
phers with whose views Zamyatin might be associated. I note in pass-
ing that George L. Kline has linked Zamyatin with what he (Kline) refers
to as a form of “Nietzschean Marxism” which existed in Russia in the
early years of the twentieth century.46 Unlike some commentators, Kline
evidently does not think that the idea of a “Nietzschean Marxism” is a
contradiction in terms.

It is clear, however, that Zamyatin has a very particular understanding
of the views of Hegel and Marx, both of whom he interprets as being, like
Nietzsche, perspectivists or relativists. According to Zamyatin, both Hegel
and Marx were of the opinion that no particular framework of ideas or be-
liefs, in either philosophy or science, could ever be permanently “true,” in
the sense that they possess the kind of timelessness, universality, and ob-
jectivity which, from the time of Plato, have often been associated with
genuinely philosophical or with “scientific” knowledge. In one of his es-
says, for example, Zamyatin cites Marx in support of his own view that
what we need is “daring dialectics,” that is to say “relativism.” We must,
Zamyatin insists, referring to the very words from Marx’s The Poverty 
of Philosophy cited earlier, “contemplate every accomplished form in its

Le Guin’s Dialectical Approach to Questions of Philosophy and Politics 67



movement, that is, as something transient’ (Marx).”47 In particular, Za-
myatin abandons the idea, which is often associated with the philosophy
of Hegel by those of a Right Hegelian persuasion, that there is an “end of
history,” especially the history of philosophy or science, at which point
“absolute knowledge” will have been achieved and no further progress
will be either required or possible. For Zamyatin this view might be said
to represent the utopian dimension of both Right Hegelianism and of a
certain kind of Marxism. It is this utopianism which he satirizes in We.

I will end this section by observing that if Marx is interpreted as Zam-
yatin interprets him, as a Left Hegelian, then the distinction between
Marxism and anarchism collapses. I have argued elsewhere that Zam-
yatin’s views are strikingly similar to those of Jean François Lyotard, and
that both thinkers might be associated with the anarchist tradition, or one
strand of it. It follows that if Zamyatin’s understanding of Marx is ac-
cepted as being authentically “Marxist,” then not only is there no signifi-
cant difference between Marxism and anarchism, there is also no signifi-
cant difference between Marxism and postmodernism. Thus it makes just
as much sense to talk about “postmodern Marxism” as it does to talk, as
Kline does, about “Nietzschean Marxism.” To my mind this is a good rea-
son for thinking that Zamyatin’s understanding of Marx is not sound. It
must however be conceded that Marx does occasionally say things which
support it, or which at least appear to do so.48

LE GUIN’S ANARCHISM AND LEFT HEGELIANISM

To those familiar with both debates, the more recent debate between com-
mentators regarding the interpretation of the philosophical outlook which
underpins Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, has a striking affinity with the ear-
lier debate over the issue of the interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy
which took place in the nineteenth century. Olander and Greenberg, for
example, have argued that generally speaking Le Guin “projects the
essence of life not as unlimited change or process, but as quietude, still-
ness, and mystical union with Being.”49 This is an attitude which, pre-
sumably, Olander and Greenberg would associate with Le Guin’s com-
mitment to Taoism. On this reading Le Guin’s philosophical outlook, as
illustrated by the views of the central character in the book, the physicist
Shevek, is exclusively that of an advocate or a Yin utopia or an exponent
of the Simultaneity Theory of Time. It is clear enough, however, that, this
assessment ignores completely the other dimension of Le Guin’s (and
Shevek’s) thinking, which strongly emphasizes the importance of “un-
limited change or process,” that is to say, not the Simultaneity but the Se-
quency Theory of Time; not the principle of Yin but that of Yang; not the
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principle of Being, but rather that of Becoming; a principle which is just
as much an element in Le Guin’s thinking as the one isolated by Olander
and Greenberg. Equally one sided, however, albeit in the opposite direc-
tion, is the remark of Peter Brigg cited earlier to the effect that in The Dis-
possessed the principle of becoming “dominates Odonian philosophy. Thus
the only goal one may have is to remain open to change.”50 In short, as in
the case of Hegel, so also in that of Le Guin, what is required is an inter-
pretation which is properly dialectical, in the sense that it attaches due im-
portance to each of these two opposing principles despite the fact that
they stand in contradiction to one another.

It is this, in my view, which provides the key to understanding the re-
lationship which exists between the views of Le Guin and those of Zam-
yatin regarding this fundamental problem of metaphysics, a problem
which lies at the core of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. Irrespective of the is-
sue of whether Zamyatin’s views represent an accurate account of the
philosophies of either Hegel or Marx, and taking those views solely on
their own merits, Le Guin is of the opinion that what I have referred to
as Zamyatin’s Left Hegelianism is a philosophical outlook which is in-
deed partial and one sided. In her opinion it is an outlook which is asso-
ciated exclusively with the Sequency Theory of Time. For this reason, al-
though it certainly does grasp a part of “the truth,” this outlook is
nevertheless limited one, focusing as it does exclusively on the principle
of Becoming and ignoring completely the opposite principle, which Le
Guin associates with the Simultaneity Theory of Time, the principle of
Being. It does not, therefore, grasp the whole of “the truth.” Against Zam-
yatin, however, Le Guin, through her central character Shevek, does not
reject the Sequency Principle outright. Nor does she simply oppose to it
the Simultaneity principle. Rather she seeks to embrace Zamyatin’s
views within an overarching dialectical synthesis. She takes Zamyatin’s
philosophical beliefs up and incorporates them within her own philo-
sophical outlook, whilst at the same time also going beyond them. In so
doing Le Guin engages in a philosophical enterprise which exactly mir-
rors the strategy adopted by Hegel in relation to the views of Heraclitus,
when dealing with this same problem of metaphysics in his own philo-
sophical writings.

There is disagreement amongst commentators over the issue of Hegel’s
attitude toward the question of whether “contradictions” can or cannot be
resolved in some higher synthesis. The poststructuralist critics of Hegel 
attribute such a view to him. In so doing they identify themselves with
Left Hegelianism and attribute to Hegel himself the views which are asso-
ciated with Right Hegelianism. Consequently, like Proudhon before them,
they condemn Hegel for advocating “stasis” in Zamyatin’s sense. From
the standpoint of a certain kind of anarchism, as also for contemporary
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postmodernism, this is, of course, profoundly “anti-life.” It is arguable, how-
ever, that this is a misreading of Hegel. At least it is a highly selective “ap-
propriation” of certain aspects of his philosophy taken out of their imme-
diate context. There is nothing wrong with the notion of attributing the
notion of “synthesis” to Hegel, although some have taken issue with this.51

In my view, though, such higher “syntheses” in Hegel’s philosophy should
not be thought of as resolving “contradictions” at a lower level in the sense
of dissipating them or making them go away, in such a way that what re-
mains is a state of harmony and equilibrium. Rather, these contradictions
continue to exist even within the third position which has arisen as a con-
sequence of their theoretical synthesis. For Hegel, then, contradictions
which exist at a lower level are creative and productive because they gen-
erate new tensions and new contradictions at a higher level. Gregor McLen-
nan has said about this issue that it is quite wrong to think that Hegel seeks
to “escape” rather than fully “recognize” the “intractability of the stubborn
tensions which exist between the constitutive poles of the knowledge rela-
tion: subject/object, general/particular, self/other.” According to McLen-
nan, such a reading of Hegel is “highly idiosyncratic” because “the whole
point of Hegel’s effort” was to “lodge within the very identity of each anti-
monial pole of consciousness its tense but indispensable relation with the
other, opposite pole.” Hegel, then, in “unshrinkingly recognizing rather than
seeking to escape the tensions entailed by identity-in-difference” is “able to
claim that a new level of understanding has been reached” (my emphasis).52

Arguing along the same lines as Hegel’s poststructuralist critics, Simon
Stow has also suggested that, generally speaking, “dialectic occurs when
some way is found to reconcile two apparently conflicting positions, by lo-
cating some third position that both accounts for and explains the appar-
ent conflict in such a way as to make the conflict disappear” (my empha-
sis).53 By implication, then, he too presents his readers with what is in
effect a Right Hegelian understanding of Hegel’s philosophy. Interest-
ingly, however, Stow also appears to attribute this way of thinking to Le
Guin. He maintains that her outlook is dialectical in just this sense. As a
characterization of the concept of dialectics as this is to be found in
Hegel’s philosophy, Stow’s account is not accurate. More to the point,
though, it is not accurate as an account of Le Guin’s views on this subject
either. For these are much closer to those of Hegel, properly understood,
than they are to Stow’s mistaken account of dialectics.

IS LE GUIN A POSTMODERN ANARCHIST?

The reading of Le Guin presented above brings me into disagreement
with Lewis Call, who has argued that Le Guin can and should be claimed
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for the cause of what Todd May has described as “poststructuralist anar-
chism,”54 what Saul Newman has characterized as “post-anarchism,”55

and what Call himself refers to as “postmodern anarchism.”56 According
to Call, the 1960s and 1970s was the moment when “anarchism took its
‘postmodern turn’” and the writings of Le Guin were “instrumental in
bringing about this transformation in anarchist thinking.”57 She “initiated
a major postmodern move in her science fiction.”58 Call strongly objects to
interpretations which present Le Guin as a “dialectical” thinker, and es-
pecially to any interpretation which suggest that her views on some issues
have an affinity with those of Hegel. As Call himself puts it, “I find the di-
alectical interpretation of Le Guin difficult to sustain, and the specifically
Hegelian form of that interpretation even more so.”59 His criticism of di-
alectical readings of Le Guin is that an “assault on binary thinking” is a
“fundamental feature” of Le Guin’s work, and his criticism of Hegelian
readings is that Le Guin is an anarchist whereas, by contrast, Hegel is a
“statist” or even a “totalitarian” thinker.60 As Call puts it, “one cannot
help but suspect that a theory which is built upon the Hegelian dialectic—
surely one of the most totalizing grand narratives in the history of West-
ern thought—is likely to remain totalitarian.”61

So far as the first of these criticisms is concerned, it is arguable that in
one sense at least an assault on “binary thinking” (by which I mean the
“either-or” thinking of traditional logic) has been central to the dialectical
tradition in philosophy from the time of Heraclitus onward. Moreover,
such an assault is also clearly discernible in the writings of Hegel, who as-
sociates such thinking with the standpoint of “negative reason,” and con-
trasts it first with the standpoint of “positive reason,” then finally with
that of “speculative reason.”62 Moreover, it is precisely because Le Guin is
critical of “binary thinking,” understood in this way, that some commen-
tators have argued that her philosophical outlook is a dialectical one. This
particular criticism of a Hegelian/dialectical reading of Le Guin seems to
me, therefore, to be wide of the mark.

So far as the second criticism is concerned, to suggest that Le Guin’s ideas
could not possibly have an affinity with those of Hegel on the grounds that
Hegel is a statist thinker also seems to me to be misguided. I agree with Call
that there is a sense in which Hegel could be said to be a statist thinker.
However, there is much more to Hegel’s philosophy than this. And it is, of
course, possible for someone to reject Hegel’s statism whilst at the same
time acknowledging that other aspects of his thinking are nevertheless of
value. I argued earlier that there is evidence to support the view that this is
precisely what the classical anarchists of the nineteenth century did. In par-
ticular, the attitude of Bakunin and Proudhon toward Hegel is not by any
means one of complete rejection or outright hostility.63 Moreover, it is ar-
guable that a Left Hegelian “appropriation” of Hegel’s philosophy could
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offer a valuable theoretical resource for contemporary postmodernist or
poststructuralist anarchism.64 Indeed, I think that a number of twentieth
century philosophers and social theorists, especially in France, owe a
great deal more to Hegel than they appear willing to admit. They have
drunk deeply at the well of Hegelian philosophy in private even if they
have explicitly rejected that same philosophy in public.65 Consider, for ex-
ample, Michel Foucault’s oft cited remark that “any real escape from
Hegel presupposes that we have an accurate understanding of what it
will cost to detach ourselves from him; it presupposes that we know the
extent to which Hegel, perhaps insidiously, has approached us; it presup-
poses that we know what is still Hegelian in that which allows us to think
against Hegel; and that we can assess the extent to which our appeal
against him is perhaps one more of the ruses he uses against us and at the
end of which he is waiting for us, immobile and elsewhere.”66 Or Jacques
Derrida’s claim, also frequently cited, that “we will never be finished with
the reading or rereading of Hegel, and, in a certain way, I do nothing other
than attempt to explain myself on this point.”67 The importance of Hegel
for postructuralism is something which Call overlooks both in his paper
on Le Guin and in his work generally, which seems to me to be far too
hostile in general, and unnecessarily dismissive of certain aspects of
Hegel’s thought in particular. This is true especially of the Heraclitean di-
mension of Hegel’s philosophy.

Like Stow, Call wrongly associates the view that paradoxes and contra-
dictions can actually be resolved in some higher synthesis with the philos-
ophy of Hegel, who he, therefore, interprets in a Right Hegelian manner.
Call denies, however, that such a view can be found in the writings of Le
Guin. This is his principal reason for thinking that Le Guin is not a
Hegelian thinker. Calls understanding of Le Guin so far as this issue of the
essential non-resolvability of paradoxes and contradictions is concerned
is basically sound. In my view, though, Hegel’s position with respect to
this same issue, properly understood, is not significantly different from
that of Le Guin. It is for this very reason that I think that Le Guin might
be thought of as a Hegelian thinker. Call has mistakenly attributed to me
the view that for both Hegel and Le Guin such contradictions are in prin-
ciple resolvable. In fact I am of the opinion that neither Hegel nor Le Guin
think that this is the case. In an earlier piece, which discusses Le Guin’s
relationship to Hegel, I was in fact agnostic about this issue, not because
I do not have opinions about it, but rather because it was not directly rel-
evant to the argument which I was developing at the time.68

Call rightly suggests that a major source of theoretical inspiration for
contemporary postmodern anarchism is the philosophy of Nietzsche.
In his opinion Nietzsche initiated a “new form of radical politics”
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which is both “anarchistic” and “postmodern.”69 One of the principal
reasons for this is because Nietzsche is a philosopher of pure “becom-
ing,” whose philosophy suggests that “we are in a state of permanent
and total revolution, a revolution against being.”70 In this regard Call
thinks that Nietzsche’s philosophy stands in direct opposition to that of
Hegel. As Call puts it, “for Nietzsche the world has no teleology, no
destination. The forces of history do not direct us towards a Zeitgeist
named Hegel. Indeed, if Hegel was the preeminent philosopher of the
state, Nietzsche’s philosophy of perpetual becoming heralds the state’s
demise.”71 Thus, in contrast to the philosophy of Nietzsche, Call pres-
ents Hegel’s philosophy as a form of Platonism, and Hegel as a philoso-
pher of pure Being, for whom the principle of Becoming has no signifi-
cance at all. This is an interpretation which completely ignores the
importance which Hegel attaches to the philosophy of Heraclitus,
something which he shared with Nietzsche. It also overlooks the radi-
cal potential which Left Hegelians from Bakunin and Marx until today
have always seen in Hegel’s thinking. Indeed, it might be suggested
that, like Nietzsche and Zamyatin, the central figure of contemporary
postmodernism and of postmodern anarchism, Jean-François Lyotard,
is a “Left Hegelian” thinker in the very sense indicated earlier.72 In my
view, then, Call’s interpretation of Le Guin is based on a double mis-
take. In effect Call endorses both the Right Hegelian misreading of
Hegel’s philosophy, on the one hand, and the Left Hegelian misreading
of Le Guin’s philosophy on the other. In fact, though, both Hegel and
Le Guin should be associated with what I have referred to as Centrist
Hegelianism.

To conclude, so far as questions of ethics and politics rather than meta-
physics are concerned, it might be suggested that against the Left
Hegelianism of earlier anarchists such as Proudhon, Bakunin and Zam-
yatin, Le Guin endorses views which might be associated with the Cen-
trist reading of Hegel’s philosophy referred to earlier. In effect, Le Guin is
one of Bakunin’s “compromisers.” Despite the similarity which exists be-
tween the thinking of Le Guin and Bakunin in respect to a number of is-
sues, therefore, there remains this one important difference. This is, of
course, simply an alternative way of saying that Le Guin refuses to accept
Bakunin’s principle that in the sphere of morals and politics there are cer-
tain circumstances in which “the end justifies the means.” It is this more
than anything else which ensures that, viewed from the standpoint of
Bakunin’s anarchism, Le Guin’s endorsement of a dialectical outlook
which is strikingly similar to that of Hegel is nevertheless associated with
a politics which is not radical or revolutionary, but conservative in terms
of its political implications.
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72. In Tony Burns, “Zamyatin’s We and Postmodernism,” I argued that there is
a striking affinity between the views of Lyotard and those of Zamyatin in relation
to science and politics and that, conceptually, the link between them is provided
by the philosophy of Nietzsche, by whom they were both influenced. In that pa-
per I distanced both Zamyatin and Nietzsche from Hegel. Now, however, I am
more sympathetic to the view that the ideas of Nietzsche, Zamyatin, and Lyotard
might all fruitfully be thought of in connection with Left Hegelianism.
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LE GUIN’S FAMILIARITY WITH THE WORKS OF ZAMYATIN

The fact that there are at least some similarities between the writings of
Ursula K. Le Guin and those of Yengeny Zamyatin had not gone en-

tirely unnoticed before Phillip Wegner recently drew our attention to them,
although it could hardly be said to have received the treatment which it
deserves. It has, for example, been remarked upon by both Leonard Fleck1

(though only in passing), and Kingsley Widmer.2 According to Widmer, Le
Guin’s The Dispossessed is derived, at least “in part,” from Zamyatin’s We,
not only in its “larger spirit” but also “in some specifics, including the call
to permanent revolution.”3 However, like Fleck, Widmer does not make
very much of this idea or discuss the relationship at any great length. Nor
have the vast majority of other commentators. For example, the name of
Zamyatin, and the relevance of Zamyatin’s work for Le Guin, is hardly
mentioned in the most recent collection of essays devoted to Le Guin’s The
Dispossessed, and when it is mentioned, this is again only in passing, usu-
ally in the course of a discussion of the need to locate the general back-
ground for understanding The Dispossessed within the context of the his-
tory of dystopian literature in the twentieth century.4

It might be thought that the lacuna in the commentaries on the work of
Le Guin regarding her relationship to Zamyatin is not too surprising, as
Le Guin does not make very much of her own relationship to Zamyatin.
For example, in the lists of the names of the sources for her understand-
ing of anarchism which she occasionally provides for her readers, that of
Zamyatin is conspicuous by its absence.5 Nor does she mention Zamyatin
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when listing the authors of literary utopias who have inspired her.6 Nor,
finally, does she mention Zamyatin when listing the figures in the history
of European literature who she considers to have been important influ-
ences on her own work. “My own list of ‘influences,’” she tells us, would
include “Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth, Leopardi, Hugo, Rilke, Thomas and
Roethke in poetry, Dickens, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Chekhov, Pasternak, the
Brontes, Woolf, E. M. Forster in prose.”7

However, to suggest that Le Guin does not attach much significance to
her relationship to Zamyatin, or to Zamyatin’s We, as a source of influence
for her own work, especially The Dispossessed, would be an exaggeration.
For she does refer to Zamyatin on several occasions in her writings, and
always favorably.8 There are references to Zamyatin in Le Guin’s short
stories, in her essays, and in novels such as The Dispossessed and The Lathe
of Heaven. One piece of evidence connecting Le Guin to Zamyatin, as Weg-
ner has noted, is the fact that at one point Le Guin refers explicitly to Zam-
yatin’s We, maintaining that in her view it is “the best single work of sci-
ence fiction yet written.”9 It is, she says, a “subtle, brilliant and powerful
book; emotionally stunning, and technically, in its use of the metaphorical
range of science fiction, still far in advance of most books written since.”10

Another is that there is evidently a sense in which Le Guin identifies with
Zamyatin politically, especially because and insofar as they were both the
target of criticism from people Le Guin refers to variously as “orthodox
Marxists” or “Stalinists,”11 people who in her view are dogmatically op-
posed to the idea of an “open society”—and indeed an “open universe.”12

Thus in a symposium on Marxism and Science Fiction published in Sci-
ence Fiction Studies in 1973,13 Le Guin refers to Zamyatin as an “internal
émigré,” the very phrase which she uses to describe herself when object-
ing to what she considered to be the orthodox Marxist use of “smear”
words such as “bourgeois” or “liberal” to characterize her own political
beliefs. As Le Guin herself put it, “I do not like to see the word ‘liberal’
used as a smear word. That’s mere newspeak. If people must call names,
I cheerfully accept Lenin’s anathemata as suitable. I am a petit-bourgeois
anarchist and an internal émigrée.”14 It should be noted that by identify-
ing her own position with that of Zamyatin here, Le Guin suggests at least
(in my view quite rightly) that, like herself, ideologically speaking Zam-
yatin too is best thought of as an anarchist rather than as a liberal thinker.15

A third piece of evidence is that Le Guin gives an important essay, in
which she locates her own work against the background of the utopian tra-
dition of political thought and literature, has the title “A Non-Euclidean
View of California as a Cold Place to Be.”16 This title clearly echoes Zam-
yatin’s characterization of One State, the allegedly utopian society sati-
rized in We, as being organized in accordance with the principles of Eu-
clidean geometry. Like the world of Euclid, the world of the One State is
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“very simple.”17 It is based on the principle of the “straight line.” Indeed,
according to the engineer D-503, the novel’s central character, the One
State itself is nothing more than “a straight line.”18 This order and sym-
metry is reflected in the layout of its “straight, immutable streets.”19 Le
Guin’s characterization of her own approach as being “non-Euclidean”
indicates that she has a certain sympathy with Zamyatin’s critique of
utopianism as it has traditionally been practiced and understood.

Fourthly, there is evidence that some of Le Guin’s early short stories
owed a debt to Zamyatin. For example, the central female character in a
short story called “Nine Lives,” which Le Guin first published in 1969,
and which is reprinted in The Wind’s Twelve Quarters, is called “Zayin.”20

Moreover, another of the short stories which Le Guin published in the
1960s (1963), “The Masters,” is also evidently inspired by a reading of 
Zamyatin’s work. This story deals with the theme of the scientist in soci-
ety, or the “politics” of science. The central character in it is a scientist-
mathematician named Ganil, who is significantly described by Le Guin as
being a “heretic” (of “invention”),21 a characterization which reflects a fa-
miliarity on Le Guin’s part with Zamyatin’s essays, especially an essay
entitled “On Literature, Revolution and Other Matters,” where Zamyatin
discusses the part which such heretics have to play in the history of sci-
ence. Ganil is not only a mathematician but, much like the character D-503
in We and Shevek in The Dispossessed, also a creative individual with new
ideas which bring him into conflict with the entrenched conservatism of
his own society.

In the preamble to “The Masters,” which Le Guin added when it was
re-printed in The Wind’s Twelve Quarters, Le Guin says that “the figure of
the scientist is a quite common one in my stories, and most often a rather
lonely one, isolated, an adventurer, out on the edge of things.”22 In a clear
reference to The Dispossessed, she also says that “the theme of this story is
one I returned to later, with considerably better equipment.”23 In the same
vein, Le Guin states in the introduction to “The Stars Below,” a parallel
story published in the second volume of The Wind’s Twelve Quarters, that
“as in the earlier story, ‘The Masters,’ I was telling a story” here “about
science itself—the idea of science. And about what happens to the idea of
science when it meets utterly opposed and powerful ideas, embodied in
government, as when seventeenth century astronomy ran up against the
Pope, or genetics in the 1930s ran up against Stalin.”24

Although it is perhaps an exaggeration it seems to me that there is at
least some truth in Peter Koper’s suggestion that the role of science in so-
ciety, or the politics of science, is “the issue in all Le Guin’s fiction.”25 It is
interesting to note in this connection that in “The Masters,” when Le Guin
is thinking of a historical example of a scientist who is such a “lonely, iso-
lated adventurer,” alienated from his own society then, as in the case of
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Zamyatin, the name which immediately springs to her mind is that 
of Galileo.26 This is made very clear by Ganil’s suggestion in the story
that the language of nature is mathematics,27 and by references within
it to papers written by, Ganil, which have titles such as “Trajectories,”
“Speed of Falling Bodies,” and “The Nature of Motion.”28 The treat-
ment meted out to Ganil in “The Masters” resonates strongly with 
the treatment of Galileo by the Catholic Church in the seventeenth 
century.

Fifthly, there is the issue of the source for Le Guin’s employment of the
metaphor of a wall, which occurs frequently in The Dispossessed, the very
first sentence of which is, “There was a wall.”29 This has been noted by a
number of commentators.30 Phillip E. Smith, has rightly claimed that Le
Guin “has woven the imagery and metaphor of walls throughout The Dis-
possessed.”31 It has been suggested more than once that Shevek’s principal
aim is to “break down walls,” or the barriers which separate people from
one another, at the various different levels of society. Smith points out that
this idea that an anarchist society would “overthrow walls and frontiers”
is to be found in the writings of Kropotkin.32 He offers the conjecture,
therefore, that it is “perhaps” from Kropotkin that Le Guin found “her in-
spiration” in this regard.33 It seems to me, however, if there is indeed an
outside source for this idea in Le Guin’s writings, to be much more likely
that Le Guin took this idea from Zamyatin.34 For, of course, the metaphor
of “walls” also lies at the heart of Zamyatin’s We. For example, at one
point Zamyatin has D-503 maintain that “walls are the basis of everything
that’s human.”35 And elsewhere, that “Oh, the great, divinely limiting
wisdom of walls and barriers! The wall is, probably, the greatest of all in-
ventions. Man ceased to be a wild animal only when he built his first
wall.”36 Moreover, the motif of “breaking down the walls” or barriers
which surround us, and divide us from others, and perhaps also even
from ourselves, is also to be found in We. As the character I-330 puts it, to-
ward the end of the novel, “the day has come for us to raze this Wall—all
walls—so that the green wind may blow over all the earth, from one end
of it to the other.”37

Finally, there is an important passage in Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven
which indicates her continued engagement with Zamyatin’s work, espe-
cially his views on energy and entropy, and which touches on the issue of
time, and its association with the notions of Being and Becoming, a theme
which is also central to Le Guin’s The Dispossessed.38 The passage in ques-
tion is a dialogue between the novel’s two central characters, George Orr
and the “mad scientist” Dr. Haber. The passage is worth quoting at length.
It runs as follows, with Orr speaking first:

“I’m afraid of –.” But he was too afraid, in fact, to say the pronoun. “Of
changing things, as you call it.”
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“O.K. I know. . . . Why, George? You’ve got to ask yourself that question.
What’s wrong with changing things? . . . I want you to try to detach yourself
from yourself and try to see your own viewpoint from the outside objec-
tively. You are afraid of losing your balance. But change need not unbalance
you; life’s not a static object, after all. It’s a process. There’s no holding still .
. . Nothing remains the same from one moment to the next, you can’t step
into the same river twice. Life – evolution – the whole universe of space/
time, matter/energy – existence itself – is essentially change.”

“That is one aspect of it,” Orr said. “The other is stillness.”
“When things don’t change any longer, that’s the end result of entropy, the

heat-death of the universe. The more things go on moving, interrelating, con-
flicting, changing, the less balance there is—and the more life. I’m pro-life,
George. Life itself is a huge gamble against all odds! You can’t try to live
safely, there’s no such thing as safety. Stick your neck out of the shell and live
fully! It’s not how you get there, but where you get to that counts. What
you’re afraid to accept, here, is that we’re engaged in a really great experi-
ment, you and I. We’re on the brink of discovering and controlling, for the
good of all mankind, a whole new force, an entire new field of anti-entropic
energy, of the life force, of the will to act, to do, to change!”

“All that is true. But there is” –
“What, George?” He was fatherly, and patient, now: and Orr forced him-

self to go on, knowing it was no good.
“We’re in the world, not against it. It doesn’t work to try to stand outside

things and run them, that way. It just doesn’t work, it goes against life. There
is a way, but you have to follow it. The world is, no matter how we think it
ought to be. You have to be with it. You have to let it be.”39

This passage is complex and interesting, for a number of reasons—some
of which I will return to later. For present purposes let me emphasize that
the echoes of Zamyatin and his influence on Le Guin are very clear in the
passage in question, as is indicated by Le Guin’s employment of Zam-
yatin’s vocabulary, specifically the notions of energy and entropy. It is also
interesting that in the passage in question Le Guin should place the ex-
pression of Zamyatin’s views on change, and on life, in the mouth of her
character Haber, of whose views (at least some of them) she evidently dis-
approves. Here, as later in The Dispossessed, Zamyatin’s beliefs are pre-
sented as being partial and one-sided, as omitting something else which
is also essential for our understanding not only of change and temporal
development, but also of “life.”

ZAMYATIN’S VIEWS ON TRUTH AND SCIENTIFIC PROGRESS

In this section I propose to lay the foundation for a discussion of Le Guin’s
views on science by first discussing those of Zamyatin, with which they
may fruitfully be compared. I shall attempt to show that Le Guin is not
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only interested in the same questions as Zamyatin, but that with respect
to a number of issues her views appear to have been directly inspired by
a reading of and a critical engagement with those of Zamyatin. I shall also
attempt to show that the suggestion that Le Guin responds to Zamyatin
by rejecting outright what he affirms, or by affirming what he rejects, is
far too simplistic. For Le Guin’s strategy when dealing with Zamyatin is
a properly dialectical one. She rarely rejects Zamyatin’s ideas outright.
Rather, she seeks to incorporate them into her own work, in a manner
which retains their strengths but not what she considers to be their weak-
nesses. In short, in a manner similar to that of Hegel, the ideas of Zam-
yatin are “sublated” in the work of Le Guin. Le Guin takes these ideas up,
incorporates and preserves them in her own work, whilst at the same time
being critical of them and seeking to go beyond them, without actually
leaving them behind entirely.

Let us first consider Zamyatin’s views on the nature of scientific knowl-
edge and, more specifically, the position which he adopts in the two ma-
jor debates in the philosophy of science, that of “objectivism versus rela-
tivism” and that of “realism versus constructivism.” Elsewhere I have
argued that, with respect to these issues, Zamyatin is a follower of Nietz-
sche and holds views which, today, would be associated with postmod-
ernism.40 He therefore embraces the principles of relativism and con-
structivism and rejects those of objectivism and realism. A good illustra-
tion of this is provided by some remarks which Zamyatin makes in an
essay entitled “On Synthetism.”41 “Take something,” he says, “apparently
very real and beyond question—your own hand. You see the smooth,
pink skin, covered with delicate down. So simple, so unquestionable. And
here is a little piece of this skin under the cruel irony of the microscope:
ditches, pits, furrows; thick stems of unknown plants—once hair; a huge
lump of earth, or a meteorite which dropped down form the infinitely dis-
tant sky—the ceiling—just recently a mere speck of dust; a whole fantas-
tic world—perhaps a plain somewhere on Mars. Yet it is your hand. And
who will say that the ‘real’ one is this hand, familiar, smooth, visible to all
the Thomases, and not the other—the fantastic plain on Mars?”42 In op-
position to scientific realism, then, Zamyatin maintains that what scien-
tists take to be real, and what they consider to be true statements about re-
ality depends upon their theoretical perspective or point of view; and
there is always more than one point of view from which scientists can
look at the world. One cannot observe the world directly, but always
“through a glass, darkly,” or through a particular “lens,” the choice of the
level of magnification of which will influence considerably what is seen
by a scientist in any particular act of experimental observation.

Given this, Zamyatin maintains, the only thing that any natural scien-
tist can do when observing the world is to come to the task “with a com-
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plex assortment” of different lenses. And when the scientist does this then
it becomes obvious that there is not just one world, or one reality, the na-
ture of which is revealed to us by science, but many. There are “strange
multitudes” of different worlds. Indeed, because for every such lens there
is a corresponding world, it follows that there are as many worlds as there
are lenses. This is an attitude which recognizes that, depending upon the
power of magnification of the lens adopted, an individual human being
might be said to constitute an entire “universe,” whereas the sun might,
in contrast, be thought to be nothing more than an “atom.” It is, in short,
an attitude which according to Zamyatin has discovered “the relativity of
everything.”43 Like H. G. Wells before him,44 then, Zamyatin shares Nietz-
sche’s view that there is nothing “fixed in nature.” There is no natural sys-
tem of order. The only order that there is, is that which scientists them-
selves impose upon the flux of their experiences when they employ a cer-
tain framework of theoretical concepts. Zamyatin’s debt to Nietzsche here
is obvious. Indeed he tells us himself that he considers Nietzsche to be an
important source for this way of thinking about truth: “If there were any-
thing fixed in nature, if there were truths, all this would, of course, be
wrong. But fortunately, all truths are erroneous. This is the very essence
of the dialectical process: today’s truths become errors tomorrow; there is
no final number” (my emphasis). “This truth,” Zamyatin goes on, “the
only one” is “for the strong alone” (my emphais). For “weak nerved minds
insist on a finite universe, a last number; they need, in Nietzsche’s words,
‘the crutches of certainty.’”45 I have argued elsewhere that this way of
thinking about science is similar to that developed by Thomas S. Kuhn in
his The Structure of Scientific Revolutions and inherited by Jean-François 
Lyotard in his The Postmodern Condition.46 Like Nietzsche, Zamyatin, and
Lyotard, Kuhn too is a relativist who associates what Zamyatin refers to
as the “lenses” of science with the different “paradigms” which are em-
ployed by practitioners of the various scientific disciplines.

A good way of illustrating this way of thinking about the notion of
truth in science is to consider the example of Galileo and his dispute with
the Catholic Church in the seventeenth century over the issue of whether
the earth revolves around the sun or vice versa. According to Kuhn,
within the discipline of astronomy at the time there were just two ways
of looking at this. The first, that of Aristotle and the Church, maintained
that the earth is stationary and the sun revolves around it. And the sec-
ond, that of Copernicus and Galileo, maintains that it is the sun which is
stationary and the earth which moves. Aristotle and Ptolemy maintained
in effect that the earth is a “star” and the sun is a “planet,” whereas
Copernicus and Galileo contradicted this view and maintained that it is
the sun which is a “star” and the earth which is a “planet.”47 Kuhn argues
in his book that whether one considers the earth to be stationary and the
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sun to revolve around it, or vice versa, depends on one’s point of view. In
his opinion, each of these accounts is equally well supported by the avail-
able empirical evidence, or at least was so in the seventeenth century,
when Galileo was writing.48 Each has as much right to be considered to be
“the truth” as the other. Students of astronomy today cannot, therefore,
make their choice of paradigm rationally on the basis of empirical evi-
dence alone. They do not have sufficient justification for preferring the
later views of Copernicus and Galileo, on the grounds that they are true,
to the earlier views of Aristotle and Ptolemy, because they are false. For if
we base our judgment of their respective merits on some act of experi-
mental observation, these two opposed accounts might be said to “reflect
reality” or “fit the facts” equally well. In this respect Kuhn’s ideas differ
significantly from those which are usually associated with the world view
of modern science. In recent times the latter is, perhaps, best exemplified
in the writings of Sir Karl Popper, who endorses the more traditional “cor-
respondence” theory of truth, which can be traced back to the writings of
Aristotle, and who has criticized Kuhn’s views precisely because of their
reliance on the principle of epistemic relativism.49

But Zamyatin is in agreement with Kuhn here and not Popper. He ac-
cepts, therefore, that we cannot differentiate between the astronomical
theories of Aristotle and Galileo by means of any rational decision mak-
ing procedure of the kind which is usually associated with modern sci-
ence. Indeed, Zamyatin maintains that one of the most significant recent
developments in the philosophy of the natural sciences at the turn of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries was the suggestion that what appears
to be true to one scientist, who is looking at a situation from one point of
view, or through one particular “lens,” might be considered to be false by
another who is looking through a different “lens,” or from the opposite
point of view. Like Kuhn and Nietzsche, then, Zamyatin is a relativist and
not an objectivist in the sphere of epistemology, just as he is a construc-
tivist and not a realist in that of ontology. In his view, there is no order
which might be said to inhere within the fabric of the universe. The only
order that can be discerned by scientists is the order which they them-
selves impose upon the flux of their own experiences by means of lan-
guage, specifically the language of science and scientific explanation. Cru-
cially, however, this can be done in different (and indeed diametrically
opposed) ways. It is this which creates the paradoxes and contradictions
which lie at the very heart of the scientific enterprise, for example, that as-
sociated with the problem of the “star-planet” duality within the disci-
pline of astronomy and (as we shall see) that associated with the problem
of “wave-particle duality” within the discipline of physics. In Zamyatin’s
opinion these paradoxes and contradictions are not to be thought of as 
intrinsic to a “reality” which subsists independently of the conceptual
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frameworks employed by scientists. They are, rather, generated by the
thought processes of scientists themselves when, in their different ways,
they attempt to understand the natural world by imposing some concep-
tual order or other upon it.

According to Zamyatin, the opposing beliefs of Galileo and the Church
might be thought of as “revolving” around one another within a particu-
lar “system” of explanatory beliefs in much the same way as the earth and
the sun revolve around one another within the solar system which this
framework of beliefs is attempting to explain. Moreover, for anyone lo-
cated within this explanatory system, because each of these sets of beliefs
is equally well supported by the available empirical evidence, it is not at
all clear which of them is true. Although it does appear to the participants
in this dispute that only one of them could be true, and indeed that one or
the other of them must be true and, consequently, the other false.

In his essay “On Synthetism” Zamyatin suggests that natural scientists
can and do undertake acts of empirical observation using a multiplicity of
different lenses, and that for each of these there is a corresponding world
associated with a definite body of beliefs which are considered by at least
some scientists to be true. There is, therefore, not one “Truth” with a cap-
ital letter “T,” so far as any particular scientific problem is concerned, but
rather many “truths.” However, what the example of the dispute between
Galileo and the Church appears to show is that in disputes within any
given scientific discipline at a given time, there are not many but rather
just two different ways of looking at the problem at issue, the question it
poses, and the answer which might be given to that question. To support
his claim that in any particular discipline there is always going to be a
multiplicity of “lenses” through which scientists can look at a given prob-
lem, it is necessary for Zamyatin to introduce a historical perspective into
the discussion. This brings us to a consideration of his views on the his-
tory of science and on the notion of scientific progress.

Zamyatin’s views on scientific progress are closely associated with his
understanding of the notions of energy and entropy. As the character I-
330 puts it in We, “there are two forces in this world—entropy and energy.
The first leads to beatific quietism, to a happy equilibrium; the other to the
destruction of equilibrium, to excruciatingly perpetual motion,”50 that is
to say, to “permanent revolution.” In an important essay, significantly en-
titled “On Literature, Revolution, Entropy and Other Matters,” Zamyatin
states that when “the flaming, seething sphere (in science, religion, social
life, arts) cools” then “the fiery magma becomes coated with dogma—a
rigid, ossified, motionless crust.” But “dogmatization in science, religion,
social life, or art,” he insists, “is the entropy of thought.”51 According to
Zamyatin, then, the process of change in both science and in society is one
which is permanent and never-ending. “Revolution is,” Zamyatin says
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“everywhere, in everything. It is infinite. There is no final revolution, no
final number. The social revolution is only one of an infinite number of
numbers: the law of revolution is not a social law, but an immeasurably
greater one. It is a cosmic, universal law—like the laws of the conserva-
tion of energy and of the dissipation of energy (entropy).”52 This is the
“law of life.” As such either it is undeniably a “good” thing or, alterna-
tively, could not possibly be said to be a “bad” one.

As in the case of the Left Hegelians, classical anarchists such as Proud-
hon and Bakunin, Nietzsche, and contemporary postmodernists like Ly-
otard, with his notion of “paralogy,” at the very heart of Zamyatin’s philo-
sophical outlook is the “flux” theory associated with the philosophy of
Heraclitus, the idea that all things are changing all of the time, and that
this is not just inevitable but also a good thing. This just is “progress,”
both in science and in society. For again the law of change is the law of
life. In Zamyatin’s view, anyone who seeks to suppress or even slow
down the pace of change, whether in science or in politics, can for that
reason be considered to be not just opposed to progress but also pro-
foundly “anti-life.”

Because Zamyatin is a relativist he rejects entirely the notion of objec-
tive truth or “Truth” with a capital “T.” In his view, there can be no scien-
tific progress at all if by that expression one means, as for example Zam-
yatin thought that Hegel meant, a movement toward a final endpoint
which could not possibly be improved upon, namely “The Truth,” or
what Hegel refers to in his Phenomenology of Spirit as “absolute knowl-
edge.”53 There can, however, be scientific progress in a different sense
from this. This is possible because all of the scientific disciplines have a
history. Within each of them, change does undoubtedly occur. New ideas
replace old ones and, periodically, there are even moments of revolution-
ary upheaval when one way of looking at the world and the ideas associ-
ated with it is entirely replaced by another, which is considered by scien-
tists within a particular discipline to be an improvement on the view which
it replaces.

In his essay “On Literature, Entropy, Revolution and Other Matters,”
Zamyatin associates change in science, or scientific progress as he under-
stands it, with the activity of “heretics” whose views on truth flout the
conventions of their own societies. As Zamyatin puts it, “heretics are the
only (bitter) remedy against the entropy of human thought.” Heretics are
“necessary to health.” Indeed, “if there are no heretics, they should be in-
vented.”54 Zamyatin took the view that, not only are heretics necessary for
scientific progress, they are also necessary for “life.” “The world” gener-
ally, he says, “is kept alive only by heretics.”55 It is heretics who are the en-
gineers of change generally, and, therefore, of all scientific progress, in the
only sense of that term which Zamyatin is prepared to endorse. At the
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same time, however, these heretics have to pay a heavy price for their
heresy, as they are invariably persecuted for their pains.

In the same essay Zamyatin refers explicitly to Galileo as one of these
agents of scientific progress. As Zamyatin puts it, “what has become
dogma” in science “no longer burns; it only gives off warmth—it is tepid,
it is cool. Instead of the Sermon on the Mount, under the scorching sun, to
up-raised arms and sobbing people, there is drowsy prayer in a magnifi-
cent abbey. Instead of Galileo’s ‘But still, it turns!’ there are dispassionate
computations in a well heated room in an observatory.” “On the
Galileos,” Zamyatin continues, “the epigones build their own structures,
slowly, bit by bit, like corals. This is the path of evolution—until a new
heresy explodes the crush of dogma and all the edifices of the most en-
during stone which have been raised upon it.”56 Zamyatin also uses
Galileo as an example of this kind in his novel We. Consider, for example,
the following passage, a dialogue between the characters D-503 (the male,
scientific rationalist) and I-330 (the female defender of the principle of ir-
rationality both in science and in the world generally):

“And if throughout the universe all bodies are equally warm, or equally cool
. . . You’ve got to smash them into each other—so there’ll be fire, explosion,
inferno. And we—we’re going to smash them.”

“But I-330 - remember, just remember: That’s just what our ancestors did -
during the 200 Years War. . . ”

“Oh, and they were right, they were a thousand times right. They made
only one mistake: Afterward, they got the notion that they were the final
number—something that doesn’t exist in nature. Their mistake was the mis-
take of Galileo. He was right that the earth revolves around the sun, but he
didn’t know that the entire solar system revolves around yet another centre;
he didn’t know that the real orbit of the earth as opposed to the relative or-
bit, is by no means some naive circle.”57

As Zamyatin understands it, scientific progress might be said to in-
volve a constantly repeating two-stage process. Although Zamyatin
does not himself employ this terminology, in my opinion his views
about this process are best characterized by employing the notions of
“reversal” and “displacement.” This can be illustrated by considering
again the example taken from the discipline of astronomy referred to
above. Zamyatin suggests that, just as the earth and the sun can be
thought of as together constituting a particular solar system, so also it is
fruitful to think of the opposed beliefs of Galileo and the Catholic
Church as constituting some sort of intellectual “system.” When dis-
cussing this example he suggests that if this situation is looked at from
the point of view of someone who is located within this intellectual sys-
tem then the empirical evidence appears either to support the views of
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the Church or those of Galileo. We are, therefore, presented with a
straightforward choice between just two alternatives, each of which
flatly contradicts the other, and each of which is considered by its pro-
ponents to be objectively true—or to be “The Truth” of the matter. In this
system of beliefs, Galileo’s way of looking at things is, chronologically
speaking, the later of the two and might be said to constitute a simple
“reversal” or “inversion” of the view adopted by Aristotle and the
Church.

According to Zamyatin, however, if one were able to place oneself, or
imagine that one is placed, outside of this system or in some way above it
and looking down upon it, using a “lens” with a different degree of mag-
nification, then one would then be able to appreciate that neither of these
two ways of looking at things on its own, or even both of them together,
could be said to capture “The Truth” of the matter, and indeed that there
is no such “Truth” with a capital “T” to be captured. It will not then seem
so evidently the case that either the Church’s perspective or Galileo’s per-
spective, that is to say, their particular versions of “the truth,” are the only
possible ones. And for Zamyatin this recognition constitutes a third way
of looking at the situation, which might be said to be the necessary pre-
liminary for the development at a later stage of a completely new way of
looking at things, one which employs entirely new categories and which,
therefore, does not simply reverse the beliefs associated with an earlier
paradigm, but actually “displaces” those beliefs and the perspectives with
which they are associated altogether.

As Zamyatin himself occasionally suggests, this way of thinking about
change in the history of science owes at least something to the philosophy
of Hegel. And it is certainly possible to offer an account of Zamyatin’s
views on scientific progress using what are (rightly or wrongly) tradi-
tionally thought to be the categories of Hegelian metaphysics, especially
the notions of “thesis,” “antithesis,” and “synthesis.”58 However, Zam-
yatin’s views are “Hegelian” only in an attenuated sense. Like Bakunin
and Proudhon before him, Zamyatin’s understanding of Hegel’s philos-
ophy is that of a Left Hegelian. As such it is based on a highly selective,
partial and one-sided reading of Hegel’s writings. It is based more on
“appropriation” of just some of Hegel’s views, taken out of context, than
on an “interpretation” of Hegel’s philosophy as a whole, taking into ac-
count all of its aspects.59 Indeed, as we have seen, it might be suggested
that Zamyatin’s views on truth and scientific progress owe more to Nietz-
sche, or to his predecessor the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus, than
they do to Hegel.60 Correctly understood it is in my view not only possi-
ble, but also highly desirable, to offer an account of Zamyatin’s views on
scientific development which does not employ the technical vocabulary
of Hegel’s philosophy.
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Zamyatin’s similar way of thinking about scientific progress in terms
of the notions of reversal and displacement is illustrated very well by the
following passage from his essay “On Literature, Revolution, Entropy
and Other Matters,” which characterizes Einstein as a scientist who came
along after the dispute between Galileo and the Catholic Church had
taken place, and who succeeded in placing himself outside or above the
duality of the system of beliefs constituted by their opposed views. Ac-
cording to Zamyatin, then, if it was Galileo who reversed the views of
Aristotle in the seventeenth century, nevertheless it was Einstein who
was responsible for the displacement of the explanatory categories asso-
ciated with this earlier dispute in the history of science altogether. As Zam-
yatin puts it: “The weak nerved lack the strength to include themselves in
the dialectic syllogism. True, this is difficult. But it is the very thing that
Einstein succeeded in doing: he managed to remember that he, Einstein,
observing motion with a watch in hand, was also moving; he succeeded
in looking at the movement of the earth from outside”61 (my emphasis).
Zamyatin goes on to say, in a telling phrase, that this is “precisely how a
great literature, which knows no final numbers, looks at the movement
of the earth.”62

This way of thinking about scientific progress is also depicted in We
when, in conversation with D-503, the character I-330 refers to “the mis-
take of Galileo,” who “was right that the earth revolves around the sun,”
when, that is, he followed Copernicus and opposed Aristotle and the
Catholic Church, but who nevertheless himself fell into error because he
“didn’t know that the entire solar system” itself “revolves around yet an-
other centre”63 (my emphasis). According to Zamyatin, then, although the
views of Galileo rightly superseded those of Aristotle, by an act of rever-
sal, nevertheless they were themselves (inevitably) superseded in their
turn by a later act of displacement which was undertaken by Albert Ein-
stein, and again rightly so. For that is change in science, and in science (as
in politics) change is the law of life. In Zamyatin’s view this is what sci-
entific progress amounts to. For “progress” just is change; and all change
is necessarily progressive. Change is something which is valuable for its
own sake. Zamyatin has no conception of the idea that some change is ret-
rograde; or that there might be situations in which change in a particular
direction might be for the worse rather than for the better.64

So far as the example of the dispute between Galileo and the Church is
concerned, then, Zamyatin maintains that it is possible for a third scien-
tific observer to come on the scene at a later date, to reflect on the dis-
agreement which has occurred, and to look at the situation in a com-
pletely new and different way by imaginatively placing themselves
outside of the system within which the two disputants were locked. This
third observer can, as it were, rise above this dispute and look at it
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afresh—by raising the level of magnification of the lens which is being
used in the process of empirical observation.

Zamyatin’s remarks about Einstein in the passage cited above indicate
this very well. According to Zamyatin, when observing the motion of the
earth, Einstein did succeed in placing himself outside of the system within
which both the Catholic Church and Galileo were locked in this way. So
far as the question of whether the earth revolves around the sun or the
sun around the earth is concerned, then, Zamyatin’s remarks imply that
we only feel compelled to make an invidious “either-or” choice between
one or the other of these two alternatives because we allow ourselves to
be contrained by this particular conceptual system, or “strait-jacket,” and
the limited range of possibilities associated with it. As long as we remain
at this level, then we will be confronted by the paradoxical situation that
each of these two opposing accounts can legitimately be considered to be
true, because they are both supported by relevant empirical evidence, de-
spite the fact that they actually contradict one another. For Zamyatin, this
is merely an indication that the world is not “in-itself” a rational, ordered,
law-governed place. In a passage cited earlier, Zamyatin refers to Ein-
stein’s successful effort to deal with this problem by placing himself “out-
side” or “above” the system of opposed beliefs by which Galileo and the
Catholic Church had previously been constrained. It is for this reason that
Einstein’s views might be said to constitute scientific progress in relation
to those of his predecessors Aristotle and Galileo.

It is more or less inevitable that anyone who thinks about the example
of Galileo and the Church will be led to ask the question of where, if any-
where, lies “the truth” between the two opposing sides in this dispute? At
first sight there appears to be just two possible answers which might be
given to this question, namely, “nowhere” or “somewhere.” If we answer
“nowhere” then we are in effect denying that there is any such thing as
objective truth or “The Truth” so far as this dispute (or indeed any other
scientific dispute) is concerned. If, on the other hand, we answer “some-
where” then we commit ourselves to the view that such a truth exists. In
my opinion, because he is a relativist, the answer which Zamyatin would
give to this question is “nowhere.”

This question is especially significant for any attempt to understand the
relationship which exists between the views of Zamyatin on truth and sci-
entific progress and those which underpin Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. For
although her views are not by any means identical with those of Zam-
yatin, and indeed (as we shall see) differ from his in a number of signifi-
cant respects, nevertheless Le Guin’s thinking about this subject in the
1970s does appear to have been directly inspired by an engagement with
Zamyatin’s writings. As I pointed out earlier, there are a several reasons
for thinking this, not least of which is the fact that Le Guin demonstrates
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a familiarity with the passages cited above. Indeed in an essay entitled
“The Stalin in the Soul” Le Guin tells us that she wishes Zamyatin to have
“the last word” on this subject, as he is someone who “understood some-
thing about truth.”65 I will consider the views on scientific truth which un-
derpin Le Guin’s The Dispossessed later in this chapter. First, however, I
want to say something about the way in which Le Guin deals with the is-
sues discussed above in one of her short stories, “Schrödinger’s Cat,”
which was published in the same year as The Dispossessed.66

LE GUIN ON TRUTH AND SCIENTIFIC PROGRESS:
“SCHRÖDINGER’S CAT”

“Schrödinger’s Cat” deals with the theme of the nature of scientific truth
and progress which is raised by Zamyatin in We and in his essay “On Lit-
erature, Revolution, Entropy and Other Matters.” In this story Le Guin 
focuses on what she refers to as Erwin Schrödinger’s (well known)
“Gedankenexperiment.”67 The background required for any attempt to un-
derstand this story is a familiarity with the discipline of physics at the very
beginning of the twentieth century, especially the developments associated
with the emergence of quantum mechanics. One of the problems ad-
dressed by physicists at that time had to do with the nature of light, and of
electromagnetic radiation more generally. This is the phenomenon usually
referred to as “wave-particle duality.” How can we best explain the move-
ment of light through a medium? Should we think of the movement of
light as being like that of a wave or like that of a particle? Traditional Aris-
totelian logic, a core element in the explanatory methodology of modern
science, tells us that light cannot be both a wave and a particle at the same
time, and yet the evidence available to us from the world of quantum
physics suggests that paradoxical though it might seem (and might actu-
ally be) this is indeed the case. This idea is usually referred to as the prin-
ciple of “complementarity” in physics. The attitude of mind which it ex-
presses is also usually associated with Werner Heisenberg’s well-known
“uncertainty principle,” according to which it is impossible for scientists to
accurately measure both the location and the direction of any subatomic
particle at the same time; for given the size of the particles in question, the
act of measuring the value of one of these two variables inevitably alters
the value of the other. For Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg, and the
other advocates of what came to be called “The Copenhagen Interpreta-
tion,” the world of quantum physics is a “topsy turvy” world in which
Newton’s Laws of Motion and the normal rules of explanatory procedure
of modern science simply do not apply. For Zamyatin this is an indication
of the “irrationality,” or perhaps more accurately the “non-rationality,” of
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both the world generally and of the scientific enterprise. It also demon-
strates that the views which are traditionally associated with the explana-
tory procedures of what some would refer to as “modern” science are now,
at the beginning of the twentieth century, significantly out of date.

One of the two main characters in “Schrödinger’s Cat” is a “mail man”
who is for some reason transformed into a talking dog called “Rover.” In
the story Le Guin portrays Rover as an enthusiastic supporter of the
Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum physics, the basic philosophical
assumptions of which are not objectivist and realist, but rather relativist
and constructivist. In particular, Rover endorses Heisenberg’s uncertainty
principle. At one point, for example, Le Guin has Rover assert that “it is
beautifully demonstrated,” in Schrödinger’s original thought experiment,
that “if you desire certainty, any certainty,” in science then “you must cre-
ate it yourself.”68 She also has Rover maintain, against Albert Einstein,
that it is in fact the case that “God plays dice with the world.” If these re-
marks are intended to represent the views of Schrödinger, then they do
not succeed. For Schrödinger agreed with Einstein’s realist critique of the
Copenhagen Interpretation. He accepted Einstein’s view that any ran-
domness, chaos, or disorder that might appear to exist within the world,
even at the quantum level, is in fact a reflection of our own ignorance of
the laws which are operating there. And he endorsed Einstein’s assump-
tion that, even at the quantum level, the world is fundamentally an or-
dered rather than a disordered place. Indeed, as James Bittner has noted,
the purpose of Schrödinger’s original thought experiment, which em-
ploys the image of “Schrödinger’s Box,” one which is also used by Le
Guin in her story, was to offer a reductio ad absurdum of what Schrödinger
took to be the logical paradoxes associated with the views of Bohr and
Heisenberg.69 On the other hand, however, the above cited remarks which
Le Guin puts into the mouth of the character Rover do provide a good ac-
count of the views of Zamyatin, who basically endorses the principles as-
sociated with the Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum physics in his
writings. Indeed, following Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, Zamyatin sug-
gests that these principles apply, not just at the quantum level, but to the
world generally at every level.

There is a striking analogy between the problem of wave-particle dual-
ity in quantum physics and the earlier problem of whether the earth re-
volves around the sun, or vice versa, or the problem of “star-planet dual-
ity” within the discipline of astronomy. For in both cases we have a
system of beliefs which comprises of just two diametrically opposed, and
indeed mutually contradictory, ways of looking at things, one of which is
the reverse of the other. If someone asserts at a certain time that light is a
particle then they must at that time deny that it is a wave, and vice versa.
It seems that it cannot be the case that light is neither a particle nor a wave.
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On the other hand, however, it is logically absurd to suggest, at one and
the same time, that it can be thought of as being both a particle and a wave.
But that is precisely what the adherents of The Copenhagen Interpretation
and the principle of complementarity, as Schrödinger understood them,
were in fact suggesting. To the rationalist Schrödinger, this is a logical ab-
surdity. Such contradictions can have no part to play in science because
scientific explanation is a quintessentially rational enterprise which must
respect the traditional principles of reasoning and inference which were
first laid down long ago by Aristotle.

The details of Schrödinger’s thought experiment need not concern us at
the present time. They are undoubtedly of importance for anyone who
wishes to understand the physics which underpins Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed, especially the theoretical developments which lie behind the de-
velopment of the “ansible,” a telecommunications device which allows in-
stantaneous communication between worlds which are light years apart.
This, of course, could only occur if it were possible for the communication
in question to travel faster than the speed of light. It requires what Le
Guin refers to as “transillience,” something the possibility of which Ein-
stein denied.70 But none of this is directly relevant to the immediate task
at hand. It will suffice to say that in Schrödinger’s thought experiment
there is a point at which it must be said either that Schrödinger’s cat is
both dead and alive at the same time, or alternatively that it is neither dead
nor alive at the same time—but in each case Schrödinger thought that the
outcome is one which is logically absurd when considered from the stand-
point of the conventional criteria of scientific explanation which he him-
self endorsed. In short, the point of Schrödinger’s own story, with its in-
vocation of the idea of the “cat” in the “box,” was to debunk the claims of
the advocates of the Copenhagen Interpretation that their way of thinking
about the problems of atomic physics was “good science.”

What is most important for present purposes is the question of how Le
Guin deals with this issue in “Schrödinger’s Cat,” and whether her views
on the subject bear any resemblance at all to those of Zamyatin, as pre-
sented earlier. And it seems to me that they do—although again that is
not to say that their respective views are identical. Thus, for example, at
one point in the story Le Guin inserts the following piece of dialogue be-
tween the narrator of the story and the character Rover. The narrator says
to Rover, “‘Do you mean,’ I said carefully, ‘that until you lift the lid of the
box, the cat has neither been shot nor not been shot?’ ‘Yah,’ Rover said, ra-
diant with relief, welcoming me back to the fold. ‘Or maybe, you know,
both.’”71 This is of course a logical paradox, but the existence of the para-
dox which is generated by Schrödinger’s thought experiment is evi-
dently only a problem for those who, like Schrödinger himself and Ein-
stein, but unlike Nietzsche and Zamyatin, think that the world (at every
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level) just is or must be basically a law-governed and ordered place, the
inner workings of which are in principle rationally apprehensible by nat-
ural scientists.

In a manner similar to that of Zamyatin before her, Le Guin suggests in
“Schrödinger’s Cat” that the question of what is going on inside her own
story’s equivalent of Schrödinger’s box could be considered by two physi-
cists with different points of view which flatly contradict one another. She
also suggests that the ideas connected with these contradictory points of
view might be said to be located within the same conceptual “system.” To
these two physicists, and anyone else looking at the situation from within
this conceptual system, there must be a cat in the box. The point at issue
in the dispute between these two physicists is not whether the box does or
does not contain a cat. It is, rather, the further issue of whether this cat in
question is dead or alive. In other words, although they do disagree about
some things, specifically whether the cat in the box is alive or dead, nev-
ertheless the two physicists involved in this particular dispute also share
a number of the basic assumptions. This is reflected by the fact that they
employ the same conceptual categories and vocabulary (e.g., the words
“cat,” “dead,” “alive”). In their dispute the one simply affirms what the
other denies, and because this is the nature of their dispute they might be
said to stand on the same conceptual terrain. The views of the one might
be said to constitute an inversion or a reversal of the views of the other,
and nothing more.

Let us now consider the attitude which Le Guin adopts toward logical
paradoxes and their role in the discipline of physics, and by implication
in science more generally. Like Zamyatin, in “Schrödinger’s Cat” Le Guin
takes the view that the first system of beliefs referred to above, which con-
tains two ways of looking at things which stand diametrically opposed to
one another, constitutes some kind of conceptual strait jacket or “box.”
She has her narrator suggest that if physicists allow themselves to remain
locked into the assumptions made by those who work within this first
system of beliefs, then they will inevitably be confronted with a paradox
of the kind envisaged by Schrödinger. They will be presented with a prob-
lem for which there is no logical or rational solution. Nonetheless Le Guin
suggests, through her narrator, that even if there is no such solution to
these problems, given the terms in which they are presently formulated,
nevertheless there is always some way of dealing with them. Moreover,
although Le Guin does not refer explicitly to him by name, the strategy for
dealing with them which she proposes is strikingly similar to that pro-
posed by Zamyatin.

In our earlier discussion of the astronomical problem of “star-planet
duality” we saw that Zamyatin invokes the metaphor of the lenses of a
microscope and their varying powers of magnification, in order to deal
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with such problems. He allows for the possibility of the introduction of a
new way of looking at things associated with a process of displacement
rather than inversion. In “Schrödinger’s Cat” Le Guin makes what is in
effect the same point by employing a different metaphor, that of “nesting
boxes.” She alludes to the possibility of a second thought experiment, one
which brings in to question the assumptions made by Schrödinger when
he carried out the first. If this second experiment were carried out it
would become clear that there is more than one possible conceptual sys-
tem to which scientists might appeal when attempting to characterize this
situation. Physicists would then be able to envisage the possibility that
there might be a second system or conceptual box which overarches and
contains the first. They could imagine the possibility of a third point of
view, operating at a higher level than either of the contradictory view-
points which are associated with this first conceptual system. This would
be a new theoretical perspective based on different assumptions from
those envisaged by Schrödinger. It would, therefore, stand on another
conceptual terrain and employ different explanatory categories. The the-
oretical perspective of someone who looks at the situation from this third
point of view might, therefore, be thought of as constituting a displace-
ment rather than a simple reversal of either of the two perspectives asso-
ciated with that first system. Like Zamyatin, then, Le Guin suggests that
when dealing with logical problems of this nature it is always going to be
possible for scientists to place themselves above any situation and look
down upon it from a new and different point of view. They will always be
able to go higher by raising the level of magnification of the lens through
which they look at a given situation. They can think about any situation
or problem in a completely new way. In short, they can always step out-
side of the particular conceptual box which is currently constraining their
thoughts—as, according to Zamyatin, Einstein did when considering the
problem addressed by Aristotle and Galileo.

In principle, of course, the process of inversion and displacement which
we have just envisaged is one which could continue ad infinitum, as one
conceptual box in the history of any scientific discipline such as physics is
replaced by another. As the narrator of Le Guin’s story puts it, “I said, ‘but
really we should use larger boxes.’ He gazed about him in mute bewil-
derment, and did not flinch even when the roof of the house was lifted off
just like the lid of a box, letting in the unconscionable, inordinate light of
the stars. He had just time to breathe, ‘Oh, wow!’”72

I will end this section by saying something about Le Guin’s under-
standing of the notion of “uncertainty,” and the part which it has to play
in quantum physics and in science more generally. At one point in
“Schrödinger’s Cat,” Le Guin puts into the mouth of the character Rover
the following assertion: “Certainty. All I want is certainty. To know for
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sure that God does play dice with the world” (my emphasis).73 Paradoxi-
cally, then, Le Guin presents the character Rover in her story as someone
who wishes to be absolutely certain that there are no beliefs at all in sci-
ence which can be known with certainty, that is to say, no beliefs at all
which are objectively true. Rover wishes to know for sure that there are
no “Truths” with a capital “T.” Similarly, toward the end of the story, she
presents the character of the narrator as being unable to cope with the
“terrible uncertainty” associated with the logical paradox which is associ-
ated with the thought experiment which was envisaged by Schrödinger.74

The narrator assumes that there must be a cat inside the story’s equivalent
of Schrödinger’s box and wishes to know with certainty whether this cat
is dead or whether it is alive. The narrator also assumes that the cat in
question must be either one or the other because it makes no sense, and is
inimical to the fundamental assumptions of the scientific world view, to
say that it is neither one nor the other, or that it is both one and the other.

In “Schrödinger’s Cat” Le Guin associates Schrödinger’s quest for cer-
tainty with a quite traditional way of thinking about science. This view of
science is associated with three basic principles. The first of these is a com-
mitment to the notion of objective truth. The second is an endorsement of
the “correspondence theory of truth,” which goes back to Aristotle. And
the third is an acceptance of the “either-or” thinking of Aristotelian logic.
The narrator of the story, like all “good scientists,” is driven by a desire to
achieve certainty, understood in just this sense. It is in order to satisfy that
desire, to know with certainty which of the two contradictory statements,
“The cat in the box is alive” and “The cat in the box is dead,” is in fact true
and which is false, that toward the end of the story the narrator finally
throws open the lid of the box—only to find, of course, neither a live cat
nor a dead cat, but an empty box, and, therefore, no cat at all. As the nar-
rator puts it, just like the traditional way of thinking about truth in science
for which it is a metaphor, “‘the cat, of course, was not there.’”75

LE GUIN ON TRUTH AND SCIENTIFIC PROGRESS: 
THE DISPOSSESSED76

James Bittner has claimed that “the message of ‘Schrödinger’s Cat’ is the
message of Le Guin’s ‘ambiguous utopia’ The Dispossessed.”77 It is not
clear to me that either text actually has a “message” in any straightfor-
ward sense. However, that aside, I agree that the view of science and sci-
entific progress which underpins these two works is basically one and the
same. Let us now turn, therefore, to consider Le Guin’s novel. One pas-
sage from The Dispossessed is especially interesting because it alludes to
the dispute between Galileo and the Catholic Church over the issue of
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whether the earth revolves around the sun or vice versa, an example
which, as we have seen, is also referred to by Zamyatin both in We and in
his essays. Early in the novel, whilst still on Anarres, the young Shevek
and his friends are sitting at night contemplating the moon (that is to say,
the planet Urras), and the character Tirin says, “I never thought before” of
the fact that “there are people sitting on a hill, up there, on Urras, looking
at Anarres, at us and saying, ‘Look, there’s the Moon.’ Our earth is their
Moon; our Moon is their Earth.” To which the character Bedap immedi-
ately responds, “where, then, is Truth?”78 A moment’s reflection indicates
that, so far as its intrinsic logic is concerned, this is the very same problem
as that posed by the dispute between Galileo and the Catholic Church
which is referred to by Zamyatin, both in his essays and in We. It is also
the problem which is addressed by Le Guin in “Schrödinger’s Cat.”

I suggested earlier that there are just two possible answers to Bedap’s
question, “Where, then, is Truth?”—namely, “nowhere” and “some-
where.” If we were to answer “nowhere” then, in effect, we would be
denying that there is any such thing as objective truth or “The Truth” and
embracing the principles of relativism and constructivism. This, in my
opinion, is how Zamyatin answers this particular question. If, on the
other hand, we were to answer “somewhere” then we would be distanc-
ing ourselves from relativism and constructivism, and committing our-
selves to the principles of objectivism and scientific realism and to the
idea that science is indeed a quest for “The Truth.” Those who say “some-
where” in answer to Bedap’s question are of the opinion that the aim of
all scientists is to uncover or discover certain truths about the causal
mechanisms which operate within the order of nature; mechanisms which
exist quite independently of the thought processes of scientists, and
which would continue to do so even if there were no science or scientists.

In my view Le Guin’s answer to Bedap’s question is not “nowhere,” but
“somewhere.” This is an important difference between her views on sci-
ence and those of Zamyatin, despite the similarities which exist between
their thinking about other issues. So far as it touches on Le Guin, I have
presented the evidence and developed the argument which supports this
claim elsewhere and do not propose to repeat myself here.79 I will, how-
ever, cite just one important passage, from one of Le Guin’s essays, which
I think illustrates the difference between her views on science and those
of Zamyatin very well. In it Le Guin says that the world “is orderly, not
chaotic.” Moreover, “its order is not one imposed by man or by a personal
or humane deity. The true laws—ethical and aesthetic, as surely as scien-
tific—are not imposed from above by any authority, but exist in things
and are to be found—discovered.”80 This is not the view of Zamyatin or
Nietzsche. Nor, pace Lewis Call, is it the understanding of natural science
adopted by “postmodernist” thinkers such as Jean-François Lyotard, or
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Paul Feyerabend.81 It is, indeed, a way of thinking which is typically
“modern” rather than “postmodern.”

This is not to say, of course, that the view of scientific truth and progress
which underpins Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is entirely conventional. Far
from it. For it differs from what is usually considered to be “the modern
scientific world view,” which again I will assume is represented by the
writings of Karl Popper, in one fundamentally important respect. Why
this is so will become clear if we look again at the dispute between Galileo
and the Catholic Church from the standpoint of Bedap’s question in The
Dispossessed, “Where, then, is truth?” For although both Popper and Le
Guin would answer “somewhere” to this question, they would neverthe-
less have quite different things in mind when doing so.

Popper’s approach exemplifies that of the modern scientific world view
referred to earlier. He endorses the notion of objective truth and the tra-
ditional correspondence theory of truth. Moreover, Popper also endorses
the “either-or” thinking of Aristotelian logic and has no time at all for a
“dialectical” outlook which accepts that there might be “some truth” in
the views held by “both sides” in this or any other dispute in science. In-
deed, Popper rejects the notion of “dialectics” out of hand as “unscien-
tific.”82 In his opinion, therefore, if we ask “Where, then, is the Truth?” in
relation to the dispute between Galileo and the Church what we are at-
tempting to establish is which of the views associated with the two
“sides” in this dispute is true and which, in consequence, is false.

Le Guin’s position regarding this particular issue is quite different from
that of Popper. For although she is not a relativist, Le Guin is nevertheless
sympathetic to the idea that there is indeed something to be said for the
views of both “sides” in this particular dispute. There is at least some
“truth” in the views held by Galileo, just as there is at least some “truth”
in the views held by the Catholic Church. Each of these two ways of look-
ing at the situation, and the beliefs associated with them, might be said to
be a part of “the Truth.” Le Guin suggests, however, that the ability of sci-
entists to apprehend this truth depends on the extent to which they can
distance themselves from any direct involvement in this system of con-
tradictory beliefs, to place themselves above it, and appreciate that there
is something to be said for both of the positions associated with it, despite
the fact that they contradict each another.

As in the case of Le Guin’s story, “Schrödinger’s Cat,” it is difficult to
read this extract from The Dispossessed and not think of the passages in Zam-
yatin’s We and in his essays cited earlier. Once again, though, despite
these similarities, there are also important differences between Le Guin’s
views and those of Zamyatin. For, as we have seen, in the case of Zam-
yatin the paradoxes and contradictions of science are generated by the
thought process of scientists, who choose to look at the natural world in
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different and contradictory ways, whereas for Le Guin, just as for Hegel,
they are inherent in the natural order of things. In Le Guin’s opinion, then,
the world itself really is an intrinsically contradictory place. Consequently
when scientists are compelled to engage with logical paradoxes, and to
embrace them in thought, what they are doing in effect is gaining insight
into objective truths which reflect the way in which the “real” world ac-
tually works.

To summarize the preceding discussion, the views on scientific truth
and progress which are associated with Le Guin’s The Dispossessed differ
from both those of Zamyatin and those of a representative of the more tra-
ditional way of thinking about science which can be found in the writings
of Karl Popper. They differ from those of Zamyatin because Le Guin is an
objectivist and a scientific realist, whereas Zamyatin is a relativist and a
constructivist. They differ from those of Popper because although Le Guin
shares both Popper’s commitment to the idea of objective truth and (in a
manner of speaking) his endorsement of the idea of truth as “correspon-
dence” to reality, she nevertheless distances herself from the “either-or”
thinking of traditional Aristotelian logic and is willing to accept that the
principles of paradox and contradiction have an important part to play in
science, precisely because the world just is an inherently contradictory
place. For this reason I have suggested elsewhere that there is a striking
affinity between the views of Le Guin and those of Hegel, not Nietzsche
or Zamyatin. In my view both Hegel and Le Guin are “dialectical”
thinkers who are willing to embrace both “sides” of a contradiction, at the
same time, because they are committed to the principle that “The Truth is
the whole.” In the case of The Dispossessed the most striking example of
this attitude is to be found in the way in which Le Guin deals with the Se-
quency and the Simultaneity theories of time, both of which the central
character Shevek incorporates into his General Temporal Theory, despite
the fact that they not only appear to flatly contradict one another, but may
in fact actually do so.83

The reader will not need reminding that the subtitle of The Dispossessed
is “An Ambiguous Utopia.” Setting aside for the time being a discussion
of the idea of utopia, what does Le Guin have in mind when she employs
the notion of “ambiguity” in connection with science and scientific
knowledge? Rightly or wrongly, Le Guin associates the notion of ambi-
guity with that of “uncertainty,” as indicated above. In order to under-
stand her position it is helpful to look at this issue from the standpoint of
the particular view of science which she is criticizing, as again it is repre-
sented by the work of Karl Popper. Advocates of that view would distin-
guish between the notions of meaning and truth. They would maintain
that it is concepts in science which can be said to be either meaningful or
meaningless, whereas it is the explanatory propositions or hypotheses of
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science which can be said to be either true or false. Additionally, they would
claim that it might be said of both concepts and propositions (hypotheses)
that they can be either certain or uncertain. However, on this Popperian
view, what is meant when a concept is said to be uncertain is different from
what is meant when an explanatory proposition or hypothesis is said to be
uncertain. For concepts are uncertain when their meaning is unclear or im-
precise, whereas propositions are uncertain when their truth is open to
doubt, which according to Popper must always be the case.

Popper would argue that if there is a connection at all between the no-
tion of “ambiguity” and that of “uncertainty’ in science, then this is so
only in the case of concepts and not that of explanatory propositions or
hypotheses. On this view although there will always be some uncertainty
about the issue of whether a particular scientific theory is true this is not
because of any ambiguity surrounding the meaning of the theoretical con-
cepts with which that theory is associated. This uncertainty occurs, rather,
because of the philosophical problem of induction. It occurs because the
explanatory hypotheses of science take the form of universal generaliza-
tions which connect “effects” to their underlying “causes,” of the form
“All As are B,” or “If A, then B.” If we are to be justified in concluding that
these generalizations are true then we must be certain that they apply in
all possible cases, including all possible future cases. We must be certain
that they could never be falsified. According to Popper, though, we could
never be certain of this. It is always possible that new evidence, at some
point in the future, might be discovered which shows that a hypothesis
which we thought was true because it had passed all of our “tests” is ac-
tually false.84

According to Popper, then, although scientists might be uncertain as to
whether or not a particular explanatory hypothesis is in fact true or false,
they are nevertheless justified in claiming to know with certainty that it
must be either one or the other. If there is any uncertainty surrounding a
given hypothesis, this uncertainty does not relate to the truth status which
that proposition possesses in reality, that is to say, its being true or its be-
ing false. For it is certainly either the one or the other. If the proposition is
indeed true then it is objectively true and could not possibly be false.
Moreover, its truth status is what it is, and will continue to be what it is,
quite independently of what scientists happen to think about it. Rather,
the uncertainty surrounding hypotheses has to do with the knowledge
which scientists have of their truth status. For they cannot be sure, in any
given case, which of these two mutually incompatible possibilities (a hy-
pothesis being true or its being false) actually holds. It is for this reason
that Popper suggests that the good scientist is someone who thinks of ex-
planatory hypotheses as being tentative conjectures only. They must be ad-
vanced cautiously, with a certain degree of skepticism as to their truth,
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and an acceptance that they might possibly be false, even though nobody
has as yet succeeded in falsifying them. Indeed, the principal aim of the
scientist is to establish, not that these hypotheses are true (an impossibil-
ity, because of the problem of induction), but rather that they are false. It
is to attempt to falsify them. For it is the replacement of one false theory
by another, better one, which Popper associates with scientific progress
and the growth of knowledge in any particular scientific discipline.85

Let us now turn to consider the notion of “ambiguity” in relation to Le
Guin’s understanding of science and scientific knowledge. One thing
which Le Guin appears to have in mind when she uses the word “ambi-
guity” in this context is simply the fact that the meaning of the concepts
which are employed by scientists might be vague or imprecise, and, there-
fore, in that sense “uncertain.” More importantly though, unlike Popper,
Le Guin also employs this term when talking about the truth or falsity of
the explanatory propositions of science. She suggests that these, too,
might be said to be “ambiguous,” precisely because there is some “uncer-
tainty” which surrounds them. Here, however, Le Guin’s views differ sig-
nificantly from those of Popper. For Le Guin disagrees with Popper’s
view that, if we cannot know with certainty whether or not a particular
hypothesis is true, we can at least know with certainty that it must be “ei-
ther true or false.” Rather, as we have seen, she maintains that even if two
explanatory hypotheses flatly contradict one another they could never-
theless both be said to possess some truth or constitute a “part” of “The
Truth.” In her view, then, the truth in science is Janus faced. It always
looks both ways, and to grasp this properly it is necessary to abandon the
“either-or” thinking which Popper associates with the “logic of scientific
discovery.”

Citing Shevek’s opposition to the claim, made by the character Dearri
in The Dispossessed, that one “can’t assert two contradictory statements
about the same thing,” D. G. Williams has suggested “like a good Taoist”
Shevek (and by implication Le Guin) is “comfortable with ambiguity and
paradox.” It is not surprising, then, Williams continues, that Dearri should
protest “when Shevek views time as both sequency and simultaneity,” 
despite the logical contradiction involved in doing so. Williams notes the
affinity, in this regard, between Le Guin’s attitude toward problems 
of quantum physics, especially the problem of “wave-particle duality”
(“What is light? Particle or wave?”86), on the one hand, and her enthusi-
asm for Taoism on the other. He also notes that the Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu
“points at truth using similar ambiguities and contradictions,”87 and that
the “Taoist sage” is “the person who understands the Tao, the way in
which the Universe works, the order of Nature,” which is the way of par-
adox and contradiction.88 Williams is right I think to suggest here that, un-
like the case of Popper, from the standpoint of Le Guin’s philosophy of
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science, “ambiguities” and “paradoxes,” or “contradictions,” are actually
the same thing.

However, it might be suggested that Le Guin does not need to argue
that because in science there is no partial or one-sided truth which can be
known with “certainty,” it follows that we must accept that the notion of
“ambiguity” is of fundamental importance for any adequate understand-
ing of the scientific enterprise. It would rather, in my view, have been bet-
ter if she had argued that, with respect to any given problem in a particu-
lar scientific discipline at a particular time, there is indeed one
unambiguous and certain (though contradictory) “Truth,” a truth which
can, in principle at least, be grasped by those who are prepared to think
“holistically” or “dialectically” and to embrace the principle of contradic-
tion. For Le Guin, as also for Hegel, it is only the beliefs of those who “see
things” in this way which accurately reflect the inherently contradictory
nature of reality.89

As Williams suggests, the fact that Le Guin incorporates Zamyatin’s
views on change and the desirability of change, both in science and in so-
ciety, into The Dispossessed is evident in what she says about the nature of
time, and the various theories of time there. Zamyatin’s views on change
are, in effect, identical with what Le Guin refers to as the Sequency The-
ory of Time in The Dispossessed, the most appropriate metaphors for the
understanding of which are the “river of time” and the “arrow of time.”
This way of thinking about time is much the same as that which is asso-
ciated with the extreme interpretation of Heraclitus’s “flux” theory,
which considers things to be constantly changing in all respects all of the
time. It is valuable as a corrective to any metaphysics which attaches no
importance at all to the idea of change (for example that of Parmenides
or Plato). It is clear, however, that Le Guin thinks that this way of think-
ing about time is limited because it only tells one-half of the story. In par-
ticular, it cannot account for the fact that the very things which undergo
a process of change nevertheless remain in existence, or retain their iden-
tity, in and through such a process of change—in other words, that there
is a sense in which they remain the same and hence do not and cannot be
said to change at all. To capture this other aspect of any process of
change, we need to supplement the Sequency Theory with the Simul-
taneity Theory. Any theory of time which has pretensions to being com-
prehensive, such as Shevek’s General Temporal Theory in The Dispos-
sessed, must include both of these ways of thinking, despite the fact that
they contradict one another. Important as Zamyatin’s views on change
are, therefore, Le Guin thinks that they are inadequate precisely because
they are partial and one-sided. For this reason they are of limited value
and require supplementation by beliefs which tell the other half of the
story. In my view this is another reason for not associating Le Guin with
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the outlook of postmodernism. We shall see later that Le Guin adopts ex-
actly the same approach to the problems of ethics and politics.
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113

LE GUIN AND THE UTOPIAN TRADITION

Iwill begin this chapter by making a few preliminary remarks about
how a familiarity with Le Guin’s dialectical philosophical outlook

helps us to better understand her views on literature, and especially the
relationship which exists between her own work and the utopian/
dystopian literary tradition, an issue to which I shall return in the next
chapter. Le Guin discusses this in an essay entitled “A Non-Euclidean
View of California as a Cold Place to Be,” both the title and the contents
of which indicate that it was inspired by her reading of Zamyatin. Inter-
estingly, she appears to think of Zamyatin here as being a utopian and
not a dystopian writer, presumably on the grounds that his intention in
We was to criticize present society by depicting an alternative, imagi-
nary society with which the author’s own society might be compared
and be found wanting, which is what all utopian writers do. In what ap-
pears to be both a reference to and a partial critique of Zamyatin, 
Le Guin maintains in this essay that up until the present, “utopia has
been Yang.” From Plato onward, she continues, utopia “has been the big
Yang motorcycle trip. Bright, dry, clear, strong, firm, active, aggressive,
lineal, progressive, creative, expanding, advancing” and above all
“hot.”1 Overlooking the fact that in We Zamyatin himself is critical of
utopianism precisely because of the “Euclidean” thinking which he as-
sociates with it, Le Guin suggests that hitherto utopian speculation, in-
cluding that of Zamyatin, “has been Euclidean, it has been European,
and it has been masculine.”2
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It is obvious that there is a close association in Le Guin’s mind between
the form of utopian thinking which she considers here to be inadequate
and the Sequency Theory of Time to which she refers in The Dispossessed.
Against this type of utopian thinking, she opposes “another kind,” which
she says has yet to be developed. In contrast to the ideas associated with
earlier utopian writing, Le Guin refers to a new “Yin utopia” which has
not yet come into existence but which, she says, “would be dark, wet, ob-
scure, weak, yielding, passive, participatory, circular, cyclical, peaceful,
nurturant, retreating, contracting” and above all “cold.”3 Again it is clear
that there is a close association between this alternative form of utopi-
anism and, on this occasion, the Simultaneity Theory of Time which is re-
ferred to in The Dispossessed. This characterization suggests of course that
for Le Guin, when considered from the standpoint of this new kind of
“Yin utopia,” what has hitherto been considered to be a utopian ideal
should in fact be thought of as a dystopian state of affairs.

An unwary reader might think that Le Guin herself unequivocally en-
dorses or identifies with this second form of utopian theorizing. This,
however, would almost certainly be a mistake. That this is so is indicated
by the fact that in The Dispossessed the General Temporal Theory which is
developed by Shevek involves some kind of theoretical synthesis of these
two opposed theories of time and of the underlying principles associated
with them. In other words, Le Guin suggests in this text that although
each of these two opposed ways of looking at the world is necessary, nei-
ther on its own is sufficient, either for an adequate account of the nature
of time, or for an adequate account of the nature of utopia. In short, in Le
Guin’s opinion, we need both. To this end, inspired by her reading of the
anthropological theories of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Le Guin suggests that in
utopian writing there is a need for a “progressive integration of the best
of the ‘hot’ with the best of the ‘cold.’”4

For this reason I find it difficult to accept Donna R. White’s assertion that
Le Guin “admits that The Dispossessed is mostly a Yang utopia.”5 This is so
partly because I do not think that Le Guin considers The Dispossessed to be
a utopia at all (of which more later), and partly because it is clear from this
novel that, throughout, Le Guin emphasizes the importance of the interac-
tion between the two principles of the Yang and the Yin, each of which nec-
essarily relies for its very existence upon the other. To be precise, what Le
Guin actually says about this issue is that there are occasions in the novel
when “its excess Yang shows” (my emphasis).6 For the same reason I dis-
agree with Naomi Jacobs’s claim that The Dispossessed is an example of an
approach which in “A Non-Euclidean View of California as a Cold Place to
Be,”7 Le Guin characterizes as “Western, linear and rational”—or, as White
has put it, that it is itself “an example of the Euclidean utopia,” or the Yang
utopia, which Le Guin criticizes so strongly in this essay.8
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On the other hand, however, in my view, both Jacobs and Donna Glee
Williams go too far in the opposite direction when they suggest that, in
the words of Williams, the “governing principles” of The Dispossessed are
in effect exclusively those of a Yin utopia and “might be described as fem-
inist, communal, centrally coordinated, anarchist, and Taoist.”9 For as Le
Guin states in her “Introduction” to Planet of Exile, “Yin does not occur
without Yang, nor Yang without Yin.”10 Indeed, Le Guin associates the
idea of the separation of these two principles, Yin and Yang, with what
she refers to as “alienation,” something which she evidently considers to
be undesirable. “Our curse,” she says, “is alienation, the separation of
Yang from Yin.”11 According to Le Guin, the drive to separate the two is
connected not with the “search for balance and integration” but with a
“struggle for dominance.”

In short, as Le Guin herself understands it, The Dispossessed is neither a
Yin utopia nor a Yang utopia. This raises the question of whether the third
kind of thinking to which Le Guin alludes in the passage just cited, the
one which constitutes the dialectical “integration” of the Yang and the Yin
forms of utopian speculation, either should or even could itself be consid-
ered to be a new form of “utopian” writing. In my view there are good
reasons for thinking that the answer to both of these questions is “no.”
One such reason is that Le Guin maintains that each of Yang and the Yin
approaches can legitimately be said to be “utopian,” despite the fact that
they stand diametrically opposed to one another. This implies, however,
that from the point of view of the Yang approach the Yin utopia is in fact
not a utopia at all, but on the contrary a dystopia; and vice versa. In other
words, each of these two forms of writing is both utopian and dystopian,
depending on the point of view from which one considers them. Conse-
quently, it could be said of neither of them that it is simply or solely either
utopian on the one hand or dystopian on the other. But it follows from this
that insofar as The Dispossessed incorporates each these two ways of think-
ing within itself, which it evidently does, given that Shevek’s General
Temporal Theory constitutes some kind of synthesis of them both, then it,
too, could not be said to be either a literary utopia or a literary dystopia.
Rather, it embraces within itself both forms of thinking and writing, to-
gether with the tension or contradiction which exists between them. What
is required, therefore, is an appropriate label with which to characterize
the character of Le Guin’s text in this particular regard; and in my view
the best way to do this is to say that The Dispossessed is a novel the main
theme of which is precisely this tension between two different forms of
utopian/dystopian thinking and writing, as it is played out in the lives of
its individual characters, and especially its central character, Shevek. It is
arguable, then, that the appropriate conclusion to draw from Le Guin’s 
attempt to situate herself against the background of the utopian literary

Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Utopian Literature 115



tradition in this essay is that The Dispossessed is not a literary utopia at all.
It is rather a novel about utopianism in politics.

Toward the end of “A Non-Euclidean View of California as a Cold Place
to Be,” echoing similar remarks made by Wells in A Modern Utopia, Le
Guin makes the following extremely interesting observation: “We’re in a
rational dilemma, an either/or situation as perceived by the binary com-
puter mentality, and neither the either nor the or is a place where people
can live.”12 This suggests that she considers it to be her task in The Dis-
possessed to portray a situation where admittedly “imaginary” (and yet in
some extremely important sense nevertheless “real” or “realistic”) people
could and do live. This is another way of saying that for Le Guin the imag-
inary individuals who inhabit the two worlds of The Dispossessed are in-
deed genuine characters, or “real” people, with all that this involves,
rather than mere vehicles for the expression of the abstract ideas associ-
ated either with utopian/dystopian theorizing, or with any political ide-
ology, including anarchism. Again, however, this implies that Le Guin
does not think of The Dispossessed as being either a utopia or a dystopia at
all—of either the Yang or the Yin variety. For each of these two forms of
speculation might be said to be an abstraction from that “real world,”
which is always her main concern. Each taken in isolation fails to capture
something which is captured by the other, and which Le Guin considers
to be of fundamental importance for anyone who is interested in con-
fronting, in and through a work of literature, the ethical dilemmas with
which people have to deal in that real world.

It is in the light of this, I think, that we should interpret Le Guin’s re-
mark, made in the same essay, that “the major utopic element in my novel
The Dispossessed is a variety of pacifist anarchism, which is about as Yin as
a political ideology can get” (my emphasis).13 Laurence Davis appeals to
the remark of Le Guin’s cited above in order to justify his claimed that The
Dispossessed is indeed a literary utopia. It seems to me, though, that in fact
Le Guin’s remark does not justify this claim at all. For what Le Guin ac-
tually says is that her text, which she characterizes as being not a literary
utopia but a novel, contains a “major utopic element” (my emphasis). To
my mind this indicates that Le Guin thinks that her novel also contains an-
other element which is not utopic or utopian. But if that is so then it seems
inappropriate to characterize The Dispossessed as a literary utopia. It
would be much more accurate to say that it is a novel. As such it is a com-
plex or articulated whole which contains both utopian and dystopian el-
ements within itself. Consequently it cannot be simply identified with ei-
ther one or the other of these two component elements. One of these
elements might be said to be a type of utopia, namely that of the Yin va-
riety referred to above. It is evident that, personally, Le Guin has a great
deal of sympathy with this particular form of utopian speculation; but
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that is not to say that, as a novelist, she simply identifies herself with it.
For she appreciates that, considered in isolation, it has definite limitations.
It, too, presents, and could only ever present, just one-half of the story.

Nor again, therefore, despite Le Guin’s statement in this same essay
that “in these areas anarchism and Taoism converge,” and hence her con-
nection of this form of pacifist anarchism with Taoism, of which of course
she approves, does Le Guin go so far as to actually identify Taoism with
the type of thinking which she associates with her notion of a Yin utopia.
Such a conclusion would not be justified, as it suggests, undialectically,
that the principle of the Yin could be entirely separated from that of the
Yang, and that the two principles of Yin and Yang, and the forms of life as-
sociated with them, might actually be capable of existing independently
of one another—and hence that it makes sense to consider the practical
possibility of a life, or a society, that is to say a sociological as opposed to
a literary utopia, organized entirely in accordance with Yin principles,
within which those aspects of human existence which Le Guin associates
with the notion of Yang are entirely absent.

As Le Guin herself suggests in this same essay, to be “utopian” in this
sense is to be “unrealistic.” It is to envisage, not a state of affairs which
though possible is not yet actual, but rather a state of affairs which is “im-
practical” precisely because it is not empirically possible for such a state of
affairs ever to occur. From this point of view, which is in fact a quite tradi-
tional way of thinking about the idea of utopia and that which is utopian, a
“utopian” society is by definition one which could never actually exist. At
the same time however, as H. G. Wells suggests in his A Modern Utopia, the
political struggle which is an attempt to achieve or create such a society cer-
tainly can, and does exist; and it is this real life struggle which is what Le
Guin seeks to dramatize in her novel. For despite the fact, or perhaps even
because of the fact, that it is inevitably doomed to failure, this struggle to
create a better world constitutes a core element in the tragedy which is hu-
man life. On this reading of her work Le Guin would agree with Lyman
Tower Sargent’s observation that the quest for utopia might be said to be
the “ultimate tragedy of human existence, constantly holding out the hope
of a good life and repeatedly failing to achieve it.”14

It is precisely by writing a novel dealing with this particular theme that
Le Guin seeks to transcend the “either-or” type of thinking which she as-
sociates with all forms of utopian/dystopian theorizing and embrace a
thoroughgoing dialectical approach when seeking to understand and dra-
matically portray the ethical dilemmas which are associated with human
existence. There is, therefore, a great deal to be said for James Bittner’s as-
sertion that, generally speaking, Le Guin “wants to teach” (though I think
“encourage” is a better word) her reader to think “dialectically,” or, as Bit-
tner puts it, “to think both-and rather than either-or” when it comes to the
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fundamental problems of morality and politics.15 This is, of course, yet an-
other reason for associating Le Guin with the name of Hegel. This is not to
claim that Le Guin’s thinking has been influenced directly by a reading of
Hegel, but simply that it is in some respects quite similar to that of Hegel—
the link being provided, perhaps, by the fact that the views of them both
have something in common with Taoist philosophy, properly understood.

LE GUIN AND THE IDEA OF AN AMBIGUOUS UTOPIA

The subtitle of The Dispossessed when it was first published was An Am-
biguous Utopia. The fact that Le Guin gave her work this subtitle is obvi-
ously significant. It is not clear, however, exactly what its significance is.
As Simon Stow has rightly observed, the meaning of the subtitle is “per-
haps, as ambiguous as the utopia itself.”16 One reason for this has to do
with the fact that the word “utopia” might refer either to the anarchist so-
ciety on Anarres which Le Guin portrays within the novel or to the novel
itself. Consequently, if one asks “Is The Dispossessed a Utopia?” it is not en-
tirely clear whether one has in mind the question “Is Anarres a utopian
society, a sociological utopia?” or the somewhat different (though obvi-
ously related) question, “Is The Dispossessed a utopian text, a literary
utopia?” Patrick Parrinder has expressed surprise that some “political sci-
entists” seem “quite innocent of the idea that a utopia is a particular kind
of text rather than a kind of society.”17 However, this remark is not entirely
accurate. It would be more accurate to say that the word “utopia” is used
to designate a particular kind of text as well as (rather than instead of ) a
particular kind of society. However, that aside, Parrinder’s observation is
sound. Moreover, it does not just apply to some political scientists. I
would say that it also applies to the vast majority, if not all, of those who
have commented on the work of Le Guin.

There is also some confusion surrounding the issue of whether Le
Guin’s own views with respect to these two questions is a privileged one.
It is not entirely clear whether we simply want to know what Le Guin, as
the author of the text in question, thinks about them, or whether we are
seeking answers which, although they take Le Guin’s opinions into ac-
count, are nevertheless also independent ones—answers which could in
principle, and might in fact, disagree with Le Guin’s stated views. How-
ever, even if we sought to clarify matters by first focusing on the views of
Le Guin herself and second conceptually separating the question “Is
Anarres a utopia (a utopian society)?” from the question “Is The Dispos-
sessed a utopia (a utopian text)?” a lack of clarity would still remain. For
the answer which Le Guin gives to each of these questions is itself am-
biguous. In the case of the first question, it is not at all clear whether Le
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Guin thinks that the society on Anarres is an example of a utopian society
and intends to present it to her readers as such. Nor, in the case of the sec-
ond question, is it clear whether Le Guin thinks that The Dispossessed is a
literary utopia and wishes to present it to her readers as such.

To illustrate this confusion we can cite the work of Brennan and Downs,
and that of Tom Moylan. At one point, for example, Brennan and Downs
maintain that the society on Anarres in The Dispossessed “is unambiguously
a utopia” (my emphasis).18 Elsewhere, however, they suggest that as a
text, considered from the point of view of its aesthetic form, The Dispos-
sessed is not a literary utopia at all, but a novel. It is, they say, “novelistic”
rather than “visionary,” in the sense in which utopian texts are usually
thought to be “visionary.”19 At the same time, however, Brennan and
Downs do not make an explicit distinction between these two different
senses of the meaning of the word “utopia.” Consequently, in their work
the difficulties associated with making these apparently contradictory
statements are left unresolved. Similarly, Moylan states that in The Dis-
possessed “a utopia is in full operation on the first page of the text, in this
case the utopian society of Anarres” (my emphasis).20 Moylan also main-
tains that as a text The Dispossessed can be straightforwardly thought of as
an example of a literary utopia, albeit of a new kind, a “critical utopia.”
Considered as a “critical utopia,” he says, The Dispossessed “does not
negate or transform the utopian mode as much as it preserves and revi-
talizes it.”21 Elsewhere, however, Moylan also asserts the contrary view
that in The Dispossessed Le Guin “constructs a narrative that goes beyond
utopian and dystopian exposition” (my emphasis).22 In my view, the lat-
ter assessment is preferable to the former. It is much better to say that The
Dispossessed is a novel about utopianism than it is to say that it represents
a new kind of literary utopia. Moreover, this claim is compatible with
Moylan’s perceptive comment that in The Dispossessed Le Guin “pre-
serves, negates and transforms the utopian mode” of writing, provided this
is taken to mean that the utopian principle, together with its opposite, the
dystopian principle, is a component element, or “moment” in the
Hegelian sense, of the structure of the novel as a whole. From this point
of view, the utopian principle is “sublated” or aufgehoben within Le Guin’s
text, which might in consequence be thought of as going beyond it, whilst
at the same time incorporating its essential features within itself.

There are two quite different ways of interpreting the significance of Le
Guin’s employment of the notion of ambiguity in the subtitle of The Dis-
possessed. It might be suggested, first, that in Le Guin’s view The Dispos-
sessed is undoubtedly a literary utopia. There is no doubt at all about its
status as a utopia—no ambiguity of that kind. However, on this reading,
there are certain respects in which The Dispossessed is obviously different
from other works of literature which have in the past been characterized

Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Utopian Literature 119



as utopias. For example, it does not unequivocally depict any ideal or per-
fect society, or even what is obviously a better society than the one inhab-
ited by its author. Moreover, unlike earlier utopian works, The Dispos-
sessed is a novel. And as we shall see there is at least some doubt that it is
possible for a text to be both a literary utopia and a novel at the same time.
From the standpoint of this first reading, then, The Dispossessed has an am-
biguous status because it is associated with a new departure in the genre
of utopian fiction, precisely because it is a “utopian novel”—just as on oc-
casion Le Guin suggests that Zamyatin’s We was the first “dystopian
novel.”23 What its subtitle indicates, therefore, is the existence of a certain
degree of uncertainty in Le Guin’s mind. However, this uncertainty does
not have to do with the status of The Dispossessed as a literary utopia. It
has, rather, to do with Le Guin’s understanding of what it is for any work
to be a literary utopia. It has to do with the meaning of the concept of a lit-
erary utopia. Employing the terminology of Gottlöb Frege, a proponent of
this reading would say that when she wrote The Dispossessed in the 1970s
Le Guin was absolutely certain in her own mind about the “reference” of
the term “utopia” and its applicability to The Dispossessed. What she was
uncertain about was the term’s “sense.”24

In the second place, however, the employment of the notion of ambi-
guity in the subtitle of The Dispossessed might be read as suggesting that 
at this time Le Guin was doubtful about whether it is legitimate to con-
sider this text to be a literary utopia in the strict sense of the term at all,
precisely because it differs from earlier texts which have been character-
ized as utopias in the two respects indicated above. It might be inter-
preted as an admission on Le Guin’s part that she was uncertain in her
own mind whether it is appropriate to think of The Dispossessed as being
a literary utopia, as opposed to a novel, precisely because it appeared to
her then to be logically impossible that it could be both. Again employing
the terminology of Frege, we might say that on this second reading that
although Le Guin was at this time certain about the “sense” of the term
“utopia,” she was nevertheless uncertain about its “reference,” that is to
say its applicability to The Dispossessed.

It is interesting to at least consider the possibility that The Dispossessed
might be thought of as not being a literary utopia at all precisely because
it is a novel, and that Le Guin might actually have been right about this is-
sue in the 1970s, if only because this is a view which is not commonly
found in the secondary literature on Le Guin. For the vast majority of
those who have commented on Le Guin’s work do consider The Dispos-
sessed to be at least some kind of literary utopia. Moreover, the minority of
commentators who do not read the text in this way have a tendency to do
the opposite. They merely invert (rather than displace) this more popular
reading and argue that the text should be read as an example of a literary
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dystopia rather than as a utopia. It is rare indeed to find a commentator
suggesting that it is neither one of these things, or that it is both at the
same time. My argument in this chapter has two components. First I shall
address the issue of whether Le Guin considers the society on Anarres
which is portrayed in The Dispossessed to be a utopian society, a sociolog-
ical utopia. I shall argue that she does not. Second I will turn to consider
the issue of the status of The Dispossessed as a literary production. Here I
shall argue that when she wrote The Dispossessed in the 1970s Le Guin
thought of herself as being primarily a novelist who was writing about
utopianism rather than the author of a literary utopia.

IS ANARRES A UTOPIAN SOCIETY?

Le Guin concedes that it could not straightforwardly be asserted that the
society on Anarres is an example of a sociological utopia, because that so-
ciety is neither perfect nor ideal. Indeed, there are respects in which it is
not even “better” than the society on Urras. It is, in short, only a utopia for
those who look at the world from the standpoint of the Anarresti and the
values associated with their particular version of anarchism. It might be
said that as a political activist, of course, given that she too is an anarchist,
Le Guin agrees with those who take this view. As a novelist, however, she
appreciates that others will not. In order to emphasize this point, Le Guin
refuses to depict the society on Anarres au couleur de rose. She does not
present it to her readers as a utopia, but only as a society inhabited by peo-
ple who do consider it to be one. At least they consider Anarres to be on
the whole preferable to Urras (more accurately A-Io) despite the obvious
drawbacks associated with living there. For example, as numerous com-
mentators have observed, life is extremely hard on Anarres, which is de-
picted by Le Guin as a dry and barren planet capable of sustaining only a
low material standard of living in comparison with that available to the
inhabitants of Urras.25

The account of the views of Zamyatin and Le Guin regarding the nature
of scientific knowledge presented in chapter 4 has a direct bearing on the
question of whether Le Guin thinks that the society on Anarres is best char-
acterized as a utopia, or a dystopia, or as something else. As we saw ear-
lier, when discussing the problem of “star-planet duality” within the disci-
pline of astronomy, in Le Guin’s view both Anarres and Urras could be
described as being either the earth or the moon, depending on one’s point
of view. The inhabitants of Anarres and Urras will “see” things differently
from one another. They are locked into a “system” which comprises these
two contradictory sets of beliefs and their respective judgments regarding
“the Truth” of the matter will flatly contradict one another. For someone
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who appreciates this, as Le Guin does, it makes no sense for someone who
is located within this particular system to claim that objectively speaking
Anarres is either “the moon” or that it is “the earth,” and similarly for Ur-
ras. This is so because from the standpoint of the Anarresti, it is Anarres
which is the earth and Urras which is the moon; whereas from the stand-
point of the Urrasti the opposite is the case. We also saw that the conclu-
sion which Le Guin draws from this is not the “relativist” one that there is
no such thing as objective truth. It is rather that the objective “Truth” in
this case is associated with the perspective of an observer who is able to
place her or himself outside or above this belief system and “see” that
there is at least something to be said for each of these points of view de-
spite the fact that they contradict one another. For Le Guin, as for Hegel,
truth lies in the “totality” or the “whole.”

Exactly the same thing might be said, however, of the social systems of
Anarres and Urras within The Dispossessed, and of the moral values asso-
ciated with them. For here also the two planets and their respective soci-
eties (in the case of Urras, the society of A-Io) might be thought of as be-
ing placed together within the same ethical system, which is the analogue
of the solar system referred to by both Zamyatin and Le Guin when dis-
cussing scientific truth within the discipline of astronomy. Each, therefore,
represents a moral “truth” the validity of which the other denies. If one
were to characterize these societies by the labels “utopia” and “dystopia,”
then by an analogous line of reasoning to that presented in the preceding
section, one might conclude that what the inhabitant of one society con-
siders to be a utopia, the inhabitants of the other society consider to be a
dystopia, and vice versa. Here also, therefore, Le Guin suggests, the con-
clusion at which one arrives depends upon one’s point of view. For the
Anarresti, of course, their own society is a utopia and that of A-Io on 
Urras a dystopia. But for the Urrasti, who have different (indeed opposed)
ethical and political values, the society on Anarres is a dystopia, whereas
it is their own society that is a utopia.

It is presumably for this reason that, as a number of commentators have
noted, Le Guin takes such great pains to present the negative aspects of
life in Anarresti society as well as the positive ones. So much so that, as
we shall see, some of them have drawn the conclusion that in fact Le
Guin’s intention must have been to portray the society on Anarres as be-
ing not utopian at all but rather, on the contrary, dystopian. Barbara Buck-
nall has rightly observed in respect to this issue that “each of the planets
is the other’s moon, and how things look depend on where you stand.”26

She also maintains, however, that “this does not mean” that Le Guin her-
self “does not have preferences.”27 Bucknall expresses surprise that some
students who have read The Dispossessed have drawn the conclusion ei-
ther that its purpose was to promote “the capitalist society” on Urras, or
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alternatively to demonstrate that “one man’s utopia was another man’s
dystopia.”28 To my mind, however, this is an indication that no matter
what her preferences as an anarchist political activist might be, Le Guin
did her job very well as a novelist when she wrote The Dispossessed.

According to this line of reasoning, it is impossible to characterize ab-
solutely the societies on Anarres and Urras as being either utopias or
dystopias. We cannot say of Anarres that it is obviously the utopia and of
Urras that it is obviously the dystopia within this particular ethical system.
For anyone who remains locked into the system of ethical beliefs of which
they are the component parts, there is no possibility of achieving any kind
of objectivity in respect to this issue. That does not mean, however, Le Guin
suggests, that all objectivity is impossible. For here again it is possible for a
third person, a detached observer, to place themselves outside this particu-
lar conceptual “box,” to rise up above it and look down upon it, and to see
“the Truth” which lies within the whole. Indeed, for Le Guin the principal
task of the novelist is to embrace and dramatically portray paradoxes of this
kind, that is to say moral dilemmas, without simplistically taking either one
side or the other, or making the mistake of thinking that the contradiction
between them could be reconciled or resolved.

Susan Wood has rightly stated that “Anarres is neither a utopia, an im-
possible no-place, nor a dystopia.” It is, rather, “a functioning, and con-
vincing, society.”29 Similarly, Neil Easterbrook has suggested that Urras
and Anarres might be thought of as being “dialectical binary opposites.”30

And James Bittner has correctly remarked that “not only is the dystopia
on Urras a necessary precondition for the utopian society on Anarres,
they are complementary, for they both orbit around a common centre of
gravity.”31 The two planets, Anarres and Urras, are indeed both essential
component parts of the same ethical as well as the same solar system.
Where Bittner seems to me to go wrong, however, is when he suggests
that for Le Guin it is the planet Anarres which is (or must be) the utopian
society within this system, and Urras which is (or must be) the dystopian
society. It would be more accurate to say that Anarres and Urras each pos-
sess both utopian and dystopian aspects.

In much the same vein, Warren G. Rochelle has argued that, for Le Guin,
given that Anarres and Urras are both “utopias and dystopias” (my empha-
sis) at the same time, “depending on one’s perspective,” they present to the
reader of The Dispossessed “not constant extremes,” but rather “the ambigu-
ity of human life.”32 Rochelle associates this idea with what he claims is 
Le Guin’s “inversion” of the “conventions” of the traditional literary utopia.
In my view, however, this is an indication that Le Guin’s The Dispossessed
should not be regarded as a literary utopia at all, but, rather, as a novel about
utopianism in politics. As such it represents, not an inversion of the conven-
tions of the traditional utopia, but their displacement altogether.
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Winter Elliott has said that “in their own ways” both of the two worlds
portrayed in The Dispossessed are “attempts at utopia,” or might be
thought of as being utopias, depending on one’s point of view. He also
states that Le Guin’s text offers some kind of “mediation” between these
“two utopias.” Elliott rightly claims that in Le Guin’s view each of these
worlds “is essential to the survival of the other” and suggests that in her
novel Le Guin “is not ultimately interested in which world has the best,
or even better, political system,” but rather in her central character Shevek
and his “role within those worlds.”33 These remarks seem to me to offer a
fairly accurate assessment of what Le Guin is up to in The Dispossessed.
However, Elliott does not distinguish between the idea of a sociological
utopia and that of a literary utopia. Nor does he consider the possibility
that the word “dystopia” might have been substituted for “utopia”
throughout these remarks. In other words, it could be said with as much
justification that both Anarres and Urras in The Dispossessed might be con-
sidered to be dystopian societies, again depending on one’s point of view.
In my opinion, this supports the claim that The Dispossessed is best
thought of as being neither a literary utopia nor a literary dystopia, but
rather a novel about utopianism/dystopianism in politics. It should also
be noted that Elliott confuses matters somewhat by also saying, without
noticing the logical inconsistency involved, that The Dispossessed is not
merely a “discussion of utopia,” as it were, but also “a representation of an
idealized utopia” (my emphasis). In other words in his view it might le-
gitimately be said to be a literary utopia after all.

More than one commentator has considered the geographical or spatial
location of Le Guin’s alleged “utopian” society in The Dispossessed. Everett
L. Hamner, for example, has emphasized that “it is worth noting how un-
usual Le Guin’s fiction is in its equal attention to utopian and dystopian
spaces. Generally utopian and dystopian novels focus on one world or the
other.”34 From the standpoint of the present reading, Hamner’s employ-
ment of the word “novel” is inappropriate here. So also is the spatial
metaphor associated with the uses of the expression “utopian dystopian
spaces.” In my view it would be better to talk about utopia and dystopia
as two principles which might be conjoined in the same space (or even in
the same character or person) rather than in distinct and separate geo-
graphical spaces.

The views of Bulent Somay on this subject are of particular interest. So-
may’s starting point is the assumption that The Dispossessed contains a lit-
erary depiction of a sociological utopia. Somay is aware, however, that Le
Guin portrays the society on Anarres in a bad light, in at least some re-
spects—just as she portrays the society on Urras in a good one. But this
immediately raises the question: If The Dispossessed does contain a por-
trayal of a utopian society, where is this utopia spatially located? Is it to

124 Chapter 5



be placed on Anarres, or on Urras, or if not either of these, then where?
According to Somay, given Le Guin’s somewhat negative depiction of life
on the planet Anarres, it would seem that the utopia in question must be
placed somewhere else. Somay claims, for example, that Le Guin “is try-
ing to place” what he refers to as the “utopian horizon” not on Anarres
“but elsewhere.”35 He also states that because “Anarres does not pretend
to be a utopia” it follows that the utopia with which Le Guin’s work deals
“must be located somewhere,”36 (my emphasis) that is to say somewhere
else. But where? Somay is unclear what the answer to this question is. At
one point he suggests that Le Guin’s utopia is in fact located “in the void
between Anarres and Urras,” or in “the fantasy space” between them
“which has no actuality.”37 If this amounts to suggesting no more than
that for Le Guin the notions of utopia and dystopia, being dialectically re-
lated, must necessarily stand or fall together; and that, consequently, in
order to spatially locate utopia within The Dispossessed one must consider
the system which is formed by the conjunction of the two planets, Anar-
res and Urras, as being an ethical totality or whole, then as we have seen
there is something to be said for this view. On another occasion, however,
Somay also says that “the much needed ‘third element’ through which the
enclosure of the Anarres/Urras binary system can be transcended,” is
nothing less than “the whole universe.” According to Somay, for the pur-
poses of such a “transcendence” one “planet” is “not enough.” Indeed,
“not even a solar system could serve.” For, as H. G. Wells once observed
(transposing Trotsky’s opposition to the Stalinist notion of “Socialism 
in One Country” into the much more ambitious slogan of “Utopianism in
One Universe”), “utopia is either everywhere at the same time, filling all
the space within an absolute limit, or it cannot exist at all.”38

It might be suggested, however, that this problem concerning the spa-
tial location of utopia in The Dispossessed is one to which there is no an-
swer. The reason for this is that the problem is generated by the assump-
tion, made by Somay at the outset, that The Dispossessed is indeed a literary
utopia which depicts an ideal or a “better” society somewhere or other.
For if this is indeed the case then it follows that the utopian society in
question must indeed have a definite geographical or spatial location. In
my view, the appropriate way to deal with this problem is not to actually
solve it, by pointing out the actual location of Le Guin’s “utopia” within
the text, but rather to “dis-solve” by pointing out that The Dispossessed is
not a literary utopia at all, but rather a novel about utopianism in politics.
On this reading The Dispossessed does not even attempt to depict a utopian
society, and consequently to ask the question where in the work this al-
leged utopian society is spatially located makes no sense at all. For Le
Guin, the idea of utopia has to do more with an ethical and/or psychic
principle than with any spatially located society. Moreover, because The
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Dispossessed is a novel, rather than attempt to portray an ideal society or
even a better society than the author’s own, its task is to dramatically por-
tray the ethical dilemmas confronted by its individual characters, espe-
cially of course the physicist Shevek, who are involved in an attempt to
create what they consider to be a “better” society in an imperfect world.

IS THE DISPOSSESSED A LITERARY UTOPIA?

Most of those who have written about Le Guin’s The Dispossessed are of
the opinion that it is obvious that it is a literary utopia of some kind. Lau-
rence Davis, for example, has maintained that “The Dispossessed is a utopia
and it is intended as such.”39 And there is, of course, support for this view
in the writings of Le Guin herself. For example, there is the fact that Le
Guin gave The Dispossessed the subtitle An Ambiguous Utopia, which at first
sight seems to be unambiguous enough. Then there is the fact that in her
interview with Jonathan Ward, when asked about the status of the work,
Le Guin replies by saying “I think it is what you would have to call a
utopia; an ambiguous utopia” (my emphasis).40 There is also the fact that
in her essay “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” Le Guin states quite
clearly that The Dispossessed “is a utopia of sorts.”41 And in the same essay
she refers to Shevek as being “a citizen of Utopia.”42 Given these remarks
of Le Guin, it is perhaps not too surprising that Davis has argued that Le
Guin herself “has consistently referred to the novel as a utopia.”43 Nor is
it at all surprising that other commentators on the work of Le Guin have
also taken this view.

Those who think that The Dispossessed is a literary utopia fall into two
categories. The first includes those who think that Le Guin’s work repre-
sents a return to the writing of traditional literary utopias which occurred
in the 1970s after a period during which this form of writing had become
unfashionable, and in which the dominant literary form had been that of
the dystopia. From this point of view, there is nothing especially new
about the stylistic form of The Dispossessed and Le Guin makes no contri-
bution to the historical development of this particular genre of writing.44

The second category includes those commentators who think that al-
though The Dispossessed is indeed a literary utopia, nevertheless it is one
of a quite new type. Le Guin has, therefore, made a significant contribu-
tion to the evolution of this particular literary genre. Commentators who
take this view have characterized The Dispossessed in different ways, for
example, as a “flawed utopia,”45 an “open ended” utopia,46 or a “post
dystopian utopia.”47 Of particular interest in this connection are the writ-
ings of Tom Moylan, whose views have been influential.48 In Moylan’s
opinion The Dispossessed is best characterized as a new kind of literary
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utopia. It is, he claims, a “critical utopia,” but a utopia nonetheless. Con-
sequently, by writing this book Le Guin did indeed make a significant
contribution to the historical evolution of the utopian genre. It is not al-
ways clear, however, what exactly, according to Moylan, this contribution
is supposed to have been; or what in his opinion is new about The Dispos-
sessed which differentiates it from earlier literary utopias. Nor is it always
clear what it is that makes The Dispossessed “critical” when it is compared
with traditional literary utopias. As we shall see, Moylan says different
things about these issues at different times. For the time being, however,
we may note that at least one of the things which Moylan has in mind here
is the fact that the allegedly utopian society on Anarres which is por-
trayed in this work is not by any means an ideal or perfect, but a society
which is flawed in a number of significant ways.

The view that The Dispossessed is indeed a literary utopia, either a tradi-
tional one or one which for some reason must be considered to be of a
new kind, is one which is widely held in the secondary literature on Le
Guin.49 It is also occasionally held by Le Guin herself, something which if
it has not led commentators on her writings to hold this view, will have
no doubt at least reinforced the convictions which they hold about it. But
that does not mean, of course, that Le Guin’s judgment about this issue is
obviously correct, or that simply to consider what Le Guin herself occa-
sionally thinks about this issue is the end of the matter. For although Le
Guin does undeniably suggest at times that The Dispossessed is a literary
utopia, nevertheless this view is not consistent with some of the other
things which she says elsewhere.

Indeed, a number of commentators have taken the opposite view and
insisted that far from being a utopia The Dispossessed is in fact the oppo-
site, a literary dystopia. George Turner, for example, has claimed that The
Dispossessed “is totally anti-utopian, dystopian”50 (my emphasis). Chris
Ferns has stated that The Dispossessed “has much in common with the
dystopian parodies of the utopian ideal,” like Zamyatin’s We, which
“emerge in the twentieth century.”51 Brennan and Downs have claimed
that Le Guin’s intention when she wrote the novel was to offer a “pene-
trating critique of all utopian experience.”52 Keith Booker has argued,
more cautiously, that The Dispossessed is one of the most “important femi-
nist texts” of recent times which have been “significantly informed by
dystopian energies.”53 And Ken MacLeod has maintained that it is the “re-
lentless presence of morality” in The Dispossessed which makes the “com-
munism of Anarres” so “oppressive.”54

Of particular interest in this context are the views of Gerard Klein, who
has argued that a “specter” haunts science fiction, a specter which more than
any other author of science fiction “Le Guin helps to exorcise,” namely that
of “the ideal society.”55 This specter, Klein goes on, “ridiculously clothes 
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itself in scientific hand-me-downs or rather in pseudo-scientific metaphor
appropriated from the natural sciences. If we are to believe these zealots,
from their various ideological perspectives, there exists a precise solution to
all human problems, in particular social ones: the main question is to utilize
the science which would supply these solutions.”56 All these propositions
are, Klein maintains, “based on the hypothesis of the objectivity of the social
realm.” Thus they “exhibit a strong odor of metaphysics.”57 According to
this view, “the world is understood to have been made in a certain manner
whose laws it would suffice to know and respect in order to gain mastery
over it.”58 In Klein’s opinion, in the realm of science fiction Philip K. Dick
“did much to shake such a confidence in ‘reality,’” but “it was” above all Ur-
sula K. Le Guin “who introduced the consequences of its destruction into the
practice of conjectural literature.”59

Klein’s assessment seems to me to ignore completely the contribution
made by Zamyatin to the process of challenging the influence of “realism”
in the natural sciences, and the ethical ideal of “utopia” with which that
realist attitude is associated once it is transferred either to the social
sphere or to the world of literature. It also, it seems to me, gets completely
wrong Le Guin’s understanding of the nature of science and scientific
knowledge, which differs from that of Zamyatin precisely because it is ob-
jectivist and realist rather than relativist and constructivist. Klein’s re-
marks here imply that there is no significant difference at all between Zam-
yatin and Le Guin, both so far as their views on natural science is con-
cerned and so far as their views on ethics and the desirability or undesir-
ability of political “utopianism” is concerned. Le Guin is presented as a
straightforwardly dystopian writer whose concerns are much the same as
those addressed by Zamyatin in his novel We. We have seen, however,
that no matter how much Le Guin might have been inspired by the views
of Zamyatin with respect to some issues, it would nevertheless be a mis-
take simply to identify them as, by implication at least, Klein’s reading of
Le Guin does here. This is not an accurate way of thinking about the com-
plex relationship which exists between Zamyatin and Le Guin. Hence also
it is not an accurate way of characterizing the views of Le Guin indepen-
dently of those of Zamyatin.

Given the existence of a sizable minority of commentators who take the
view that The Dispossessed is a dystopian text, Avery Plaw is right to ob-
serve that “critics have been divided over whether its intention is utopian
or dystopian.”60 Focusing on the issue of Le Guin’s intentions, Plaw’s
view is that Le Guin did not consider the society on Anarres to be a
utopian society when she wrote The Dispossessed, and his conclusion is
that it would be inappropriate, for this very reason, to classify this text as
a literary utopia. Le Guin’s “depiction of Anarres,” he says, was “not
meant to be utopian, at least in the conventional sense of a perfect (and
usually static) political society.”61 What then, in his view, was it meant to
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be? Plaw is not clear in his own mind about this. He states that he is “not
really sure whether such a society would be properly described as utopian
or “ambiguously utopian” or as “anti-utopian” because of Le Guin’s re-
jection of “any vision of final perfection.”62 These remarks elide the ques-
tion of whether the society on Anarres is a (sociological) utopia and the
different (though related) question of whether The Dispossessed is a (liter-
ary) utopia. Plaw’s uncertainty over the issue of whether The Dispossessed
is either a literary utopia or a dystopia arises from his implicit assumption
that it must be either one or the other, and that there is no third alterna-
tive. But there is a third alternative—which is to say that it is a novel which
deals with the tension between the utopian and the dystopian impulses,
as this is played out in the lives of individual characters who inhabit two
different societies which might be characterized as being either utopian or
dystopian, depending on one’s point of view.

The fact that some commentators believe Le Guin to be a dystopian
writer and The Dispossessed to be, like Zamyatin’s We, an example of a lit-
erary dystopia, is enough to indicate that the question of what is “the
Truth,” so far as the status of The Dispossessed as a literary production is
concerned, can itself be answered in diametrically opposed ways. We
need, therefore, to be cautious when addressing this question and not
simply assume at the outset that The Dispossessed must be a literary utopia
simply because Le Guin herself sometimes says so. For to say that the text
is a literary utopia, as opposed to a dystopia, or to assume that it must be
either one or the other, is to think “undialectically.” Such a view is not
consistent with Le Guin’s views on truth generally, with her views re-
garding truth in the natural sciences, or with her views regarding truth in
the sphere of morality and politics.

But if The Dispossessed is not a literary utopia, then what is it? I have al-
ready suggested that the answer to this question is that it is best thought
of as a novel the main theme of which is the moral dilemmas generated by
the workings of the utopian impulse in politics. Such a reading relies
heavily on the view that Le Guin does at times make a clear distinction be-
tween literary productions which are novels and those which are utopias.
My next task, therefore, is to explain just what Le Guin has in mind when
she makes this distinction. A useful preliminary to this is to say something
about Le Guin’s views on science fiction as a literary genre before turning
to consider the relevance of her views about that subject for her under-
standing of utopian literature.

LE GUIN AND THE IDEA OF A SCIENCE FICTION NOVEL

Like Zamyatin, one of the questions that Le Guin has an interest in is,
“Can a science fiction writer write a novel?” This is a question which she
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discusses in an important essay entitled “Science Fiction and Mrs.
Brown,” first published in 1976.63 This question is related to two others,
which seem similar but should not be confused with one another. The first
is “what is the aim of science fiction?” What is it that science fiction au-
thors write about, or should write about? The second is “can the author of
a work of science fiction be a ‘good’ writer?” Or are all works of science
fiction necessarily “pulp fiction,” and, therefore, by their very nature not
to be taken seriously as works of literature? Before turning to consider 
Le Guin’s views I shall say a little more about these two issues.

So far as the issue of what it is that works of science fiction are sup-
posed to do, a number of commentators have held the view that works of
this kind are not novels. These are quite distinct genres of writing, each
with its own stylistic conventions, which differ fundamentally from one
another. For novelists are primarily interested in such things as character
and plot rather than scientific ideas and the technological inventions as-
sociated with them, whereas for the authors of works of science fiction the
reverse is the case. For example, in New Maps of Hell Kingsley Amis cites
favorably Edmund Crispin’s view that “characters in science fiction sto-
ries are usually treated rather as representatives of their species rather
than as individuals in their own right. They are matchstick men and
matchstick women.”64 According to Amis, “science fiction shows us hu-
man beings in their relations not with one another, but with a thing, a
monster, an alien, a plague, or a form of society.”65 In works of science fic-
tion then, unlike works of “ordinary fiction,” much less attention is paid
to “matters of human situation or character.” Rather it is a particular
“idea” which is “the hero of the story.”66 Amis argues that if this notion of
the “idea as hero” is not the basis for all science fiction, it is nevertheless
the basis for “a great deal” of it.67 It is this more than anything else which
distinguishes science fiction from “general fiction.” For the “whole tenor”
of a book which was intended to be a work of science fiction would be
“set awry” if its author were to indulge in “the kind of specifying, distin-
guishing, questioning form of characterization to which general fiction
has accustomed us.”68 Similarly, J. O. Bailey has observed that “the inter-
est of science fiction is chiefly in things, ideas and discoveries, rather than
in people. For this reason, perhaps, though a few characters found in this
fiction are memorable, many are not even individuals, but types” (my em-
phasis).69 In words which echo those of Zamyatin in his essay on H. G.
Wells, Bailey argues that although “occasionally” in a work of science fic-
tion “a character develops, grows more mature,” for the most part “char-
acters in science fiction are static” (my emphasis).70

There is, then, a widespread popular belief that the intentions of the au-
thors of works of science fiction are quite different from those of novelists.
And it is this belief which has led some commentators to take the view
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that the former are not “good” writers, or that they do not have the right
to be considered as the authors of serious works of “literature.” However,
the fallaciousness of the reasoning which lies behind this judgment is
readily apparent. For if the intentions of the authors of works of science
fiction are quite different from those of novelists then it is obviously un-
reasonable to criticize science fiction writers for not writing good novels,
as if they had tried to do so but had not succeeded.

The context required for understanding Le Guin’s views on the subject
of whether it is possible for a particular text to be categorized as both a
work of science fiction and a novel at the same time is precisely this
widely held assumption that science fiction is necessarily “pulp fiction”
and, therefore, could not possibly be thought of as serious literature, and
that generally speaking the authors of works of science fiction are not
good writers. This is an issue which has an obvious application to The Dis-
possessed and it is not at all surprising that Le Guin has always had an in-
terest in it. In “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” which is an important
contribution to the debate over this issue, like Zamyatin, Le Guin makes a
very clear distinction between literary productions of this implicitly “in-
ferior” kind and a novel, or more accurately a good novel. In works of
“science fiction,” which are of an inferior kind, there is indeed a tendency
for the ideas (usually relating to some scientific discovery or invention) to
take over. In such works, the development of character is very weak. The
authors of such texts tend to treat their own creations, not as individuals,
but as “cardboard cutout” figures that are merely a mouthpiece for the ex-
pression of the abstract ideas which are what the text is really about. As
Le Guin understands it, however, a novel ought to attempt not to do this;
and a good novel will, in fact, refrain from doing it. Following Virginia
Woolf, whose essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” published in 1924,71

provides the inspiration for the title of her own essay, Le Guin insists that
the specific literary form known as the novel is primarily about character,
and it is this, above all, which makes the classical novels of the nineteenth
century associated with European Realism the “good” works of literature
which they are.72

This conceptual distinction which Le Guin makes between those literary
productions which are novels and those which are works of science fiction
clearly implies that, whatever her views might be now, at the time that she
wrote The Dispossessed in the 1970s, Le Guin took very seriously the possi-
bility that the idea of a “science fiction novel” might be a contradiction in
terms.73 Some of Le Guin’s remarks about this issue in “Science Fiction and
Mrs. Brown” suggest that in her view it is actually impossible, logically
speaking, for there to be such a thing as a “science fiction novel,” or a work
of science fiction which is also serious literature or a “work of art.” It is true,
of course, Le Guin is prepared to concede, that some novelists have chosen
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as their theme, developments which have taken place in science and tech-
nology. But this does not (and could not) mean that their novels are works
of science fiction. They are rather works of fiction, specifically novels, which
deal with the theme of scientific and technological development and the
impact which they have on the lives of their imaginary characters. A logical
implication of some of the things which Le Guin says in this essay, then, is
that those novelists who choose to write about this theme remain “novel-
ists,” in the strict sense of the term, rather than writers of science fiction,
precisely because “they say what they have to say through a character—not
a mouthpiece, but a fully realized secondary creation.” For Le Guin then, in
a novel, properly so called “character is primary.”74 It is the focus on char-
acter which differentiates between novels and works of “science fiction,” all
of which, from this point of view, might be said to be inferior works of lit-
erature because they lack the qualities required in a novel.

Franz Rottensteiner has suggested that “science fiction is a minor
branch of fiction, minor at least in artistic terms.” For “any writer who
would write only science fiction can only be a minor writer.”75 This im-
plies that in his view works of science fiction generally are indeed by
their very nature “inferior” and not to be taken seriously as works of lit-
erature, a view which Rottensteiner also appears to endorse in his review
of Le Guin’s The Language of the Night, which touches on the issues dis-
cussed by Le Guin in “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown.”76 If this were
true of all science fiction, then that would be damning judgment, not just
of science fiction generally, but also, of course, of the work of Le Guin.
Nevertheless it seems to me that at one time Le Guin herself also appears
to have endorsed this view. It is for this very reason that Le Guin has in
the past aspired to be a novelist rather than a writer of science fiction.

Somewhat inconsistently, however, Rottensteiner also maintains that
his assessment of the aesthetic merits of works of science fiction does not
apply to all works of that kind. This is so because, as he puts it, “the
greatest works of science fiction have all been written by people who
were good writers anyway, choosing the form of science fiction only
when it was the best expression for the things they had to say.”77 Rotten-
steiner, then, differentiates between “good“ and “bad” science fiction, the
former category containing those works which not only deal with ab-
stract ideas but which will also withstand scrutiny as works of litera-
ture—in short, which are good novels.78 This is a view which is, I think,
shared by Le Guin today. However, it is not a view which was held un-
equivocally by Le Guin in the 1970s. For Le Guin did say things at this
time which suggest that in her view novelists who write about the impact
of science and technology on society, and the ethical dilemmas which this
creates, should not be thought of as the authors of works of science fic-
tion at all. Such writers have chosen the aesthetic form of the novel rather
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than that of science fiction. They write novels about the moral and polit-
ical implications of developments in science and technology, rather than
works of “science fiction.”

In connection with this issue, George Woodcock has shrewdly de-
scribed Le Guin as “a highly accomplished fantasist and allegorist” who
is far more interested in issues of “ethical and spiritual” concern than she
is with “scientific development” as such.79 Given Le Guin’s remark in
“Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” that “if Mrs. Brown is dead, you can
take your galaxies and roll them up into a ball and throw them into the
trash can, for all I care,”80 there is evidently something to be said for this
view. It is arguable, then, that in “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” Le
Guin did not think of herself as being primarily (or indeed at all) a writer
of “science fiction” in the sense outlined above. Rather, in this essay she
thought of herself as a novelist. As such she wished to be a creative writer
who is concerned with the “human condition” and the moral dilemmas
associated with it, and who also happens to have an interest in the ethical
and political implications of developments in science and technology.
Barry Pegg has rightly said of both Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness and
The Dispossessed that they “address the usual set of concern of the tradi-
tional novel—human relations at both the individual and the social level—
but in a technologically extrapolated society.” “Technological innovations
are present,” Pegg continues, “but they are not emphasized in the bulk of
the novel, whose business is more with human traffic” (my emphasis).81

It must be conceded however that, like Rottensteiner’s, Le Guin’s own
views on this subject are not entirely consistent, even in “Science Fiction
and Mrs. Brown.” For there Le Guin also appears to accept that it is possi-
ble to write a “science fiction novel” after all. Indeed, she suggests that this
has already been done, and that it was done for the first time not by H. G.
Wells but by Zamyatin. It was Zamyatin, she insists, who when he wrote
We was “the author of the first science fiction novel,” properly so called. 
Zamyatin was, she says, the first author to show that “when science fiction
uses its limitless range of symbol and metaphor novelistically, with the sub-
ject at the centre, it can show us who we are, and where we are, and what
choices face us, with unsurpassed clarity, and with a great and troubling
beauty.”82 Indeed, it is quite striking that when seeking to illustrate her
views on the importance of character for a work of good literature, or a novel
properly so called, in this essay Le Guin chose, not any of the works of 
H. G. Wells, but rather Zamyatin’s We as her decisive example that it is pos-
sible for a literary production which deals with the impact of science and
technology on society to achieve such a high standard of literary achieve-
ment. For despite the fact that he is designated by an abstract “number,”
and is, therefore, not presented as an individual, Zamyatin’s D-503 evi-
dently does possess “character” in Le Guin’s sense of the term.83
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If Le Guin’s views on this subject were inconsistent in the 1970s, today
she is very clear in her own mind that it certainly is possible for a text to
be both a work of science fiction and not just a novel but also a good
novel. She is clear that the fact that a text is a work of science fiction is not
necessarily an indication that it should not be taken seriously as a work of
literature. And she is also clear that those who write works of science fic-
tion which are also good novels have a right to be considered as the au-
thors of serious works of “literature.” Consequently, they ought not to be
ashamed of the fact that they write science fiction. Moreover Le Guin has
criticized other writers, for example Jeanette Winterson, who appear not
to share these views.84 Nevertheless this has not always been the case. For
Le Guin does say things in “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” which sug-
gest that in the 1970s she was quite concerned about this issue and was,
in consequence, somewhat uncertain both about the literary status of The
Dispossessed and her own status as an author.

LE GUIN AND THE IDEA OF A UTOPIAN NOVEL

Bearing the above remarks about science fiction and the novel in mind,
let us now consider whether it is best to think of Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed as being either a literary utopia, on the one hand, or a novel about
utopianism on the other. Discussion of this issue is connected to the ques-
tion of whether it is possible for the author of a work of literature which
might correctly be described as being “utopian” to write a novel, in the
strict sense of the term, as opposed to a traditional literary utopia. As in
the case of our discussion of the idea of a “science fiction novel” in the
preceding section, what lies behind this question is the assumption
(which Le Guin also appears to have taken seriously in the 1970s) that,
just like works of pulp science fiction, and for much the same reasons,
traditional literary utopias do not pass the test for being considered
“good” works of literature. They too are not “novels” in the sense in
which the great works of European literature in the nineteenth century
are novels. Thus, for example, like works of pulp science fiction, tradi-
tional literary utopias are weak so far as characterization and plot are
concerned. They too are didactic works which are given over to the com-
munication of abstract ideas. As such they have a tendency to oversim-
plify things, to see things straightforwardly in “black-and-white” or “ei-
ther-or” terms. Consequently, they do not handle satisfactorily the
complexities of the ethical dilemmas with which a novel, or a “good”
work of literature, has to deal.

The above account of the difference between a novel and a traditional
literary utopia suggests that it is not logically possible for a particular text
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to be both a novel (or at least a good novel) and a literary utopia at the
same time, because as in the case of science fiction the stylistic conventions
associated with these two genres and the intentions of the authors associ-
ated with them are quite different from one another. But are there any good
reasons for attributing such an assumption to Le Guin? In my view there
are. At least Le Guin said things in the 1970s which support this reading,
even if her views on this issue have changed since. For example, in “Sci-
ence Fiction and Mrs. Brown” Le Guin cites favorably Virginia Woolf’s
claim that “there are no Mrs. Browns in Utopia” (my emphasis).85 In other
words, there are no individual “characters” in those productions which are
usually characterized as literary utopias. In “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,”
the essay which provided the source of inspiration for Le Guin’s thinking
on this subject, Virginia Woolf tells her readers that she believes that all
novels “deal with character,” and that “it is to express character—not to
preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate the glories of the British Empire,
that the form of the novels, so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so rich,
elastic, and alive, has been evolved” (my emphasis).86 All the “great nov-
elists,” Woolf claims, “have brought us to see whatever they wish us to see
through some character. Otherwise they would not be novelists at all “but
poets, historians, or pamphleteers” (my emphasis).87 Woolf, then, draws a
clear contrast in this essay between what she considers to be a (good)
novel, understood in this sense, and a literary utopia, and it is for precisely
this reason that she claims that “there are no Mrs. Browns in Utopia.”88 Ac-
cording to Woolf (as Le Guin understands and agrees with her), then, a
major defect in the utopian literary tradition is that their authors do not at-
tach sufficient value to “the individual.”

I note in passing that this was also the opinion of the early H. G. Wells
whose writings, apart from those of Virginia Woolf, may well have pro-
vided Le Guin with a source of inspiration for her own views on this sub-
ject. Writing in 1911, thirteen years before Woolf, Wells argued that “the
distinctive value of the novel among written works of art is in characteri-
zation, and the charm of a well conceived character lies, not in knowing its
destiny, but in watching its proceedings” (my emphasis).89 Wells also
noted that a number of “competent critics” have examined this supreme
importance of individualities, in other words of ‘character’ in the fiction
of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century.”90 It is this under-
standing of what it is to be a creative writer which led Wells to the con-
clusion that there is an important difference between being a novelist and
a preacher or a teacher. “I do not mean for a moment,” Wells’s states at
one point, “that the novelist is going to set up as a teacher, as a sort of a
priest with a pen, who will make men and women believe and do this and
that. The novel is not a new sort of pulpit” (my emphasis).91 Needless to
say, as Wells himself was very well aware, when judged by this criterion
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his own later writings could not be taken seriously as “works of art.” In-
deed, in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” Woolf cites Wells as an example of
someone who writes, not novels, but “literary utopias.” Woolf evidently
thought that Wells had by then (1924) ceased to be a novelist and had be-
come nothing more than a political doctrinaire or a pamphleteer. We can see
from this that it was only the later Wells who, quite deliberately, chose to
stop being a novelist and become a political propagandist. It is, therefore,
somewhat ironic, as Krishan Kumar has noted, that Woolf’s views regard-
ing the importance of characterization for the form of the novel were first
developed by Wells himself and could even have been inherited from
works which he wrote at the beginning of the twentieth century.92

Similar ideas can also be found in Wells’s A Modern Utopia, where at one
point Wells states that in the early literary utopias there are “no individu-
alities, but only generalized people.” “One sees,” Wells continues, “hand-
some but characterless buildings, symmetrical and perfect cultivations,
and a multitude of people, healthy, happy, beautifully dressed, but with-
out any personal distinction whatever.”93 This important passage helps us
perhaps to understand not only the views of H. G. Wells but also those of
Le Guin. For example, it is cited by Robert Elliott, in his The Shape of
Utopia: Studies in a Literary Genre,94 a work which is significant because Le
Guin tells us that it was an important source of information for her when
she was developing her own views on the utopian literary tradition and
her relationship to it.95

According to Krishan Kumar, Wells “accepts” that this lack of sensitiv-
ity to the importance of individual character “is probably an inevitable
limitation of the utopian literary form.”96 And again there is at least some
evidence that in the 1970s Le Guin agreed with this view. This is a reason
for thinking that Le Guin thought of herself at that time as attempting to
break free from the constraints which association with this particular lit-
erary genre would place upon her. As Le Guin has one of her characters
in Always Coming Home say, “I never did like smartass utopians. Always
so much healthier and saner and sounder and fitter and kinder and
tougher and wiser and righter than me and my family and friends. Peo-
ple who have the answers are boring, niece. Boring, boring, boring.”97

When writing in this vein, Le Guin was broadly sympathetic to the view,
which according to Richard Gerber is held by a number of commentators,
that a literary utopia “is not considered to be a novel in the proper mean-
ing of the word,” precisely because works of this kind are “concerned
with ideas instead of characters”98 (my emphasis).

In the 1970s, then, Le Guin was of the opinion that, like the authors of
works of science fiction, so too the authors of traditional literary utopias
tend to think in terms of abstract categories or classes of person, each of
which, for precisely this reason, lacks character and is merely a mouth-
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piece for the expression of abstract ideas. Literary utopias are vehicles for
the expression of abstract ideas and nothing more. They are in effect
works of political theory, akin to political pamphlets. Their primary pur-
pose is didactic, or educational in the limited or “bad” sense that they are
a means for their authors to tell their readers what they ought to think. In
short, Le Guin agreed with Virginia Woolf’s judgment that the authors of
literary utopias have a tendency to be dogmatic, doctrinaire, and ideolog-
ical. In “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” she maintains that Woolf is “ab-
solutely right” about this.99 In her view, therefore, there is a significant dif-
ference between a literary utopia, on the one hand, and a novel which has
political utopianism as its central theme on the other.

If this analogy between works of science fiction and literary utopias is
a helpful one, then it raises the possibility that, just as she is not a writer
of science fiction in the derogatory sense referred to above, so also, specif-
ically in the case of The Dispossessed, Le Guin should not be thought of as
being a writer of literary utopias, at least as the notion of utopia has been
traditionally understood; as it is understood by Zamyatin in his essay on
H. G. Wells; and as it is still often understood today. Le Guin is best
thought of as being first and foremost a novelist. She is a creative writer
who, in the case of The Dispossessed, has written, not a literary utopia, but
rather a novel about the trials and tribulations of utopian politics.

The origins of The Dispossessed, Le Guin tells us, lay not in the fact that
she is an anarchist with a definite political ideology and framework of be-
liefs which she wishes to “embody,” in the sense of advocating them to
her readers in a particular literary form by providing them with a
spokesperson, or a mouthpiece. It is not to educate her readers in that
sense. It is not to tell them what she thinks they ought to think. For that,
in Le Guin’s view, would not be a genuine education at all. Rather, it lay
in the development of a character. “It began with a person.”100 It is true, of
course, that the character in question, Shevek, is an anarchist, and conse-
quently someone who has definite political beliefs. Consequently Shevek
would not be the person he is, with the character he has, unless he did
subscribe to those beliefs. But there is much more to Shevek than simply
the fact that he subscribes to those beliefs. And as novelist rather than a
political theorist Le Guin is, consequently, also interested in these other
things about Shevek which make him the character that he is.

In this respect once again it might be said that The Dispossessed has
something in common with Zamyatin’s We. As we have seen, in “Science
Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” Le Guin expresses her claim that Zamyatin’s We
is indeed a novel by stating that although it certainly is an example of a lit-
erary dystopia, nevertheless it is a peculiar one because it is “a dystopia
which contains a hidden or implied utopia.”101 It would however have
been more accurate, given what she says elsewhere in this same essay
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about the differences which exist between literary utopias/dystopias and
novels, if she had said that Zamyatin’s We should not be thought of as an
example of a literary dystopia at all, but rather, as Zamyatin himself im-
plies in his essay on H. G. Wells, as a novel about political utopianism and
the potential pitfalls of utopianism in politics. For this, it seems to me, is
what Le Guin actually thought at the time. From this point of view, given
what Le Guin says about the importance of character in Zamyatin’s We,
that work is just as little a literary dystopia as The Dispossessed is a literary
utopia. For both texts are novels which deal with the political implications
of the utopian impulse on individual characters in a natural scientific con-
text.102

A number of commentators have argued that a distinction needs to be
made between the stylistic conventions associated with the utopian lit-
erary tradition and those associated with the form of the novel. Edward
James, for example, has argued that traditional literary utopias “offer no
fictional excitement,” whereas the “perpetual and unending struggle for
a better world offers plenty of plot opportunities” for someone seeking
to write something quite different, namely a novel about utopianism.103

According to James, one of the standard objections to the “classic
utopia” as an aesthetic form “rests on purely literary grounds.” “Most
classic utopias,” he says, “fall short of the standards expected of a nov-
elist.” Again, James notes that within them “characterization is often
non-existent: the protagonists merely fulfill their necessary roles, as 
visitor-listener, as utopian-lecturer or as token female.” Moreover, the
“plot development” is all too often “perfunctory.” Once the visitor to a
utopian society “has arrived, he is shown or merely told about one aspect
of the society after another.”104

Similarly, Gary Saul Morson has suggested that “the interpretive con-
ventions of utopias are radically different from those of novels” (my empha-
sis).105 According to Morson there are two reasons for this. First, “in the
novel, unlike the utopia, the narrative is taken as representing a plausible
sequence of events.”106 Second, “in a novel, the statements, actions, and be-
liefs of any principal character (or the narrator) are to be understood as a re-
flection of his or her personality, and of the biographical events and social
milieu that have shaped it.”107 In Morson’s opinion an “important corol-
lary” of this is that “the sort of unqualified, absolute truths about morality
and society that constantly occur in utopias have no place in novels” (my
emphasis).108 It is true, of course, Morson notes, that a “novelistic character”
may in fact make such categorical statements. However, Morson insists, in-
sofar as we interpret the work “as a novel,” then we must “take such state-
ments differently from the way we would take them if they were made by
the delineator of a utopia.”109 This is so because literary utopias “make the
sort of categorical claims about ethics, values and knowledge that novels do
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not admit.” In short, a literary utopia depicts an “ideal society” which is as-
sociated with “timeless and absolute standards” which might be used “not
only as a guide to building a new society but also as a sure measure of the
justice of existing ones.”110 For this reason a literary utopia “surveys and de-
scribes a world that is not as complex as it has been thought to be, a world
where psychology, history and social problems are a Gordian knot to be im-
mediately cut rather than laboriously untied.”111

Finally, Robert C. Elliott has claimed that there is a “major difference”
between a literary utopia and a novel. For, as Elliott puts it, “at the heart
of any literary utopia there must be detailed, serious discussion of politi-
cal and sociological matters.” Citing the literary critic F. R. Leavis in his
support, Elliott claims that “Leavis is surely right to insist on the elemen-
tary distinction to be made between the discussion of problems and ideas
and what we find in the great novelists’” (my emphasis). For “the novel-
ist’s art is to metamorphose ideas into the idiosyncratic experience of
complex human beings,” whereas the writer of literary utopias “has
rarely been able to accomplish this translation.” Indeed, “instead of incar-
nating the good life dramatically, novelistically, the characters of utopia
discuss it.” Elliott notes that “because they are subject to the laws of poli-
tics, morality, sociology, economics and various other fields,” the issues
dealt with by the authors of literary utopias “require discursive treat-
ment.” For this reason they might be said to “belong to a reality” which is
“foreign to that enacted in a novel.” For these issues are “not literary is-
sues.” Nor, therefore, can the “work” which elicits them “be judged” in
terms of the aesthetic criteria which are “applicable” to a “novel.”112

It is clear that James, Morson, and Elliott are in substantial agreement
with one another about this issue. In my opinion, however, there is evi-
dence to support the claim that the views expressed in the passages cited
above were also held by Le Guin in the 1970s. These remarks seem to me
to capture very well the implicit assumptions which Le Guin does some-
times make about her task as a writer, which in the case of The Dispossessed
was to write a novel about utopianism rather than a literary utopia. In this
connection it is worth comparing Le Guin’s views specifically with those
of Elliott. The reason for this is because Le Guin’s essay “A Non-Euclidean
View of California as a Cold Place to Be” is the most explicit and detailed
attempt by Le Guin to relate herself and her work to the utopian literary
tradition. As Le Guin acknowledges, however, one of her main sources for
this particular essay is Elliott’s The Shape of Utopia: Studies in a Literary
Genre. Indeed, she tells us that she wrote “A Non-Euclidean View of Cal-
ifornia as a Cold Place to Be” specifically to honor Elliott’s memory after
his death in 1981.113 Moreover, Elliott’s suggestion that it is necessary to
distinguish clearly between the form of the traditional literary utopia 
and that of the novel seem to me to capture very well the attitude which
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Le Guin has at times adopted toward her own work, especially The Dis-
possessed, which in the 1970s she did consider to be a novel rather than a
literary utopia, at least as that notion had until then traditionally been un-
derstood. Elliott’s use of the word “incarnating” in the passages cited
above is strikingly similar to Le Guin’s suggestion that when she wrote
The Dispossessed she was “embodying” anarchism in a novel. It has not,
however, been noticed by commentators on Le Guin’s work that if we un-
derstand what she means by “embodying” anarchism in a novel in the
way indicated by Elliott’s use of the similar word “incarnating” in his The
Shape of Utopia then it follows that The Dispossessed should not be classi-
fied as an example of a literary utopia at all. Nor, therefore, should it be
thought of as a literary production the author of which has primarily a di-
dactic intention, namely, to persuade the reader of the superiority of an-
archism and the anarchist way of life.

Le Guin concedes at one point in “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” that
there are times when The Dispossessed is indeed “didactic” and “idealis-
tic.” The “sound of axes being ground,” she tells us, “is occasionally au-
dible.” It might, therefore, she suggests, for that very reason or to that ex-
tent, legitimately be considered to be, not a novel as Le Guin understands
it, but rather an example of a traditional literary utopia, although not a
very good one, because the qualities which it possesses as a novel obstruct
the didactic purpose which it should have and would have if it were a
good example of a traditional literary utopia. Although other readings are,
of course, possible, this I take it is what Le Guin had in mind when she
described The Dispossessed as being a “utopia, of sorts.” But in Le Guin’s
opinion any didacticism which it might possess is a definite aesthetic
weakness in The Dispossessed, if it is considered as a serious “work of liter-
ature.” It is a weakness precisely because its author has aspirations for it
to be, not a literary utopia in the traditional sense, but a novel, a work of
art. Nevertheless, despite this undoubted weakness, Le Guin goes on to
conclude that, on the whole, “I do believe that it is basically a novel,”
rather than a literary utopia, “because at the heart of it you will not find
an idea, or an inspirational message, or even a stone ax, but something
much frailer and obscurer and more complex: a person” (my emphasis).114

THE EVOLUTION IN LE GUIN’S THINKING ABOUT THE
LITERARY STATUS OF THE DISPOSSESSED

In “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” Le Guin evidently did think that
there is a tension or contradiction either in The Dispossessed itself, or alter-
natively in her own understanding of its status. She could not decide
whether it is a literary utopia on the one hand or a novel on the other.
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When she wrote this essay in the 1970s Le Guin found this question diffi-
cult to answer because at that time she felt compelled to choose either one
or the other of these two alternatives in a situation where she actually
wanted to say that it is both. At that time, however, she felt unable to say
that it is both because she thought that it just could not be both, or that
there is a logical difficulty involved in claiming that it is both. In short, her
remarks in this essay at least, if not elsewhere,115 indicate that she was of
the opinion that the idea of a “utopian novel” is a contradiction in terms.
For if it is true that literary utopias are primarily vehicles for the didactic
expression of abstract ideas, whereas novels, on the other hand, are con-
cerned primarily with such things as characterization and plot, this does
suggest, as Wells notes in A Modern Utopia, that it is not possible for a
work to be both a literary utopia and a novel at the same time.

There is, therefore, at least some evidence to support the view that in
the 1970s Le Guin did not even attempt to challenge but actually accepted
the quite traditional way of thinking about those works of literature
which might be said to be utopias, a view which as we have seen is ex-
pressed forcefully by Zamyatin in his essay on H. G. Wells. In effect, she
agreed with Zamyatin that literary utopias are indeed didactic works, the
purpose of which is simply to present abstract ideas in a pseudo-literary
form; that they lack that emphasis on character which is necessary in a
novel or any text which has aspirations to be considered as a good work
of literature; and that so far as their literary form is concerned they are
not, therefore, “dynamic” texts in the specifically non-sociological sense
in which Zamyatin employs that term in his essay on Wells.

Since she wrote “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” however, Le Guin
has changed her mind on this subject, although it remains just as much of
interest to her today as it was thirty years ago. Indeed, Le Guin thinks that
this issue remains the most important one to be addressed by anyone
seeking to interpret The Dispossessed. This is clear from her reply to the pa-
pers collected together in the most recent (indeed the only) collection de-
voted to The Dispossessed, which was published in 2005.116 In my view it is
highly significant that in reassessing the significance of The Dispossessed
three decades after it was first published, Le Guin should choose this very
issue as the main focus for discussion.

In her most recent comments Le Guin insists that The Dispossessed is a
novel in the strict sense of the term. Referring once more (and again using
the very same expression) to the view which sees her as some kind of po-
litical “ax grinder,” which she evidently has no desire to be, Le Guin tells
her readers that she has often, in response to this accusation, been “driven
to deny that there is any didactic intention at all” in her fiction.” Readers,
she says, “are often led astray by the widespread belief that a novel springs
from a single originating ‘idea,’ or that it is a “rational presentation of
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ideas” which are “completely accessible to intellect” by means of an “es-
sentially ornamental narrative.” Because The Dispossessed is “not only con-
cerned with politics, society and ethics but approaching them via a defi-
nite political theory,” it has in the past, she says, “given me a lot of grief,”
precisely because it has “generally, not always but often, been discussed
as a treatise, not a novel” (my emphasis). Le Guin concedes in this recent
text that this is “its own damn fault” (by which she evidently means it is
her “own damn fault”). After all what could it expect by “announcing it-
self as a utopia, even if an ambiguous one?” For “everyone knows that
utopias are to be read not as novels but as blue prints for social theory or
practice” (my emphasis). The justification which Le Guin gives for this
“fault” in The Dispossessed is simply that she herself has always “read
utopias as novels.” Consequently, “when I came to write a utopia of
course I wrote a novel.”117 On this occasion, however, Le Guin is much
more positive than she was in “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” or at
least much clearer in her own mind than she was then, about the idea that
it makes perfect sense to describe a literary production as being both a lit-
erary utopia and a novel at the same time. In other words, what she once
thought might well be a contradiction in terms, namely, the very idea of a
“utopian novel,” she is now convinced is not so. What in the 1970s was
for Le Guin an ambiguity has now been transformed into a certainty.

To employ Frege’s terminology yet again, we might say that today Le
Guin is now much clearer in her own mind about the meaning of the term
“literary utopia” than she was thirty years ago, both with respect to its
sense and with respect to its reference. So far as the latter is concerned, she
is now of the opinion that The Dispossessed is one of the many texts which
are legitimately denoted by this term. Similarly, with respect to the former
issue, she now has a much clearer understanding that the fact that The
Dispossessed is a novel and not a political pamphlet or similar didactic text
is not an obstacle to its being characterized as a literary utopia. Her un-
derstanding of the sense of the term “literary utopia” has, therefore, al-
tered significantly since 1974 and she is no longer concerned that the idea
of a utopian novel might be a contradiction in terms. It is, therefore, un-
derstandable that Le Guin should have dropped the subtitle An Ambigu-
ous Utopia, which she appended to the first edition of her book, from later
reprintings of The Dispossessed. Le Guin’s most recent opinions on this
subject now reflect the general trend amongst commentators on her work,
which considers The Dispossessed as representing a significant turning
point in the history of the concept of a literary utopia. It is a “critical
utopia” in Moylan’s sense.

Setting aside Le Guin’s most recent views about this issue, however, my
conclusion in this chapter is that, at least when she first wrote it, Le Guin
considered The Dispossessed to be neither a traditional literary utopia nor
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a new type of utopian text, that is to say a “critical utopia” or a “utopian
novel.” Rather, she thought of it as being a novel dealing with the theme
of utopianism in politics. And it follows from this that it could not be said
that, at the time, The Dispossessed was intended by Le Guin either to initi-
ate or even contribute to the reinvigoration of the utopian literary tradi-
tion which, according to a number of commentators, occurred in the
1970s.

AUTHORIAL INTENTIONALISM AND THE INTERPRETATION 
OF LE GUIN’S THE DISPOSSESSED

The reference to Le Guin’s intentions in the preceding paragraph raises
the issue of how much importance should be attached to the intentions of
an author by those seeking to interpret the meaning of any literary text.
This is an issue which has been the focus of a great deal of discussion
within the disciplines of political theory and the history of ideas in the last
few decades, and is usually associated with the work of Quentin Skinner.
Commentators such as Chad Walsh, Lyman Tower Sargent, Tom Moylan,
and Ruth Levitas have all embraced what is now widely considered to be
Skinner’s notion of “authorial intentionalism” as an important guiding
principle for the interpretation of works of utopian literature and/or sci-
ence fiction. Chad Walsh, for example, writing as early as 1962 (seven
years before Skinner’s first major article in this area, “Meaning and Un-
derstanding in the History of Ideas,” first appeared) forcefully argued
that “the intent of the author is crucial” when interpreting or classifying
any text.118 According to Walsh, “anyone skimming through Brave New
World with a bare minimum of literary acumen will know after twenty
pages that the author loathes that idiotically happy world of feelies,
Malthusian belts and prenatal happiness engineering. Brave New World is
not a utopia but a dystopia. Always a writer’s intention is what counts. It
is up to the reader to read between the lines and discern that intention.”119

I am broadly sympathetic to this approach to the interpretation of texts.
However, it seems to me that there are problems involved in any attempt
to apply it to Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. This is so because in the case of
this particular text its author did not have a clear or unambiguous inten-
tion when she wrote it. She was herself at the time unsure whether she
had written a literary utopia, on the one hand, or a novel on the other.
This evidently makes it difficult for commentators who subscribe to the
principle of authorial intentionalism to interpret this particular text. If Le
Guin’s uncertainty in the 1970s regarding the status of The Dispossessed, as
to whether it should be thought of as a novel or a literary utopia, does not
actually undermine the claim that when considering such questions the
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commentator ought to attach exclusive importance to the intentions of the
author of a text, then it does at least demonstrate how difficult it is on oc-
casion to apply this principle in practice.120
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POLITICS AND THE FORM OF THE NOVEL

If it is true that Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is a novel in the sense indi-
cated earlier and not a literary utopia then this has definite political im-

plications. For if a traditional literary utopia can and does present a radi-
cal critique of existing society, a novel, as Le Guin understands this term,
cannot do so. The literary form of the novel is necessarily “conservative”
in terms of its political implications. Why? Like Hegel and his disciple
Georg Lukács, Le Guin thinks that the human condition is always one of
dramatic tension between opposites or, to be more precise, of contrasting
moral forces in conflict or “collision” with one another.1 It is irresolvable
moral conflicts or conflicts of this kind which, in the modern era, provide
the subject matter for the novelist, especially the “great” novelists writing
within the tradition of European realism in the nineteenth century. For
those familiar with both, it is obvious that this way of thinking about the
novel is one which suggests an interesting parallel between the concerns
of the novelist in modern times and those of the dramatists of ancient
Greece, especially those associated with the tragic drama of fifth-century
Athens. That is why, on this view, the moral insights of ancient Greek
tragedy continue to be of relevance today.

Drawing his inspiration from Hegel rather than from the writings of
Marx, Lukács has made the extremely interesting, though also somewhat
surprising, remark that “the contradictoriness of social development” and
the “intensification of these contradictions to the point of tragic collision”
(my emphasis) has to do not so much specifically with the capitalist mode
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of production, but is rather a “general fact of life,”2 or a feature of all human
existence. Lukács takes this notion of a “tragic collision” from Hegel’s aes-
thetics. Like Hegel, Lukács associates it with the parallel notion of a funda-
mental ethical dilemma.3 Moreover, also like Hegel (and as we shall see Le
Guin) Lukács considers the classic example of such a tragic collision to be
the works of Sophocles, especially the Antigone.4 Hegel’s views on this sub-
ject have been neatly summarized by F. L. Lucas who maintains that, so far
as the moral conflict depicted by Sophocles in this play is concerned, Hegel
is of the opinion that both of the play’s two central characters, Antigone and
Creon, “were right.” At the same time, however, Hegel also insists that they
were “both wrong,” because they were “not right enough,” or rather be-
cause they were “too one-sided in their righteousness” (my emphasis).5

We may note in passing that this way of thinking about the relationship
which exists between Hegel’s philosophy and ancient Greek tragedy re-
verses, and amounts to a theoretical “inversion” of a more traditional
view. According to that view if anyone is seriously interested in studying
ancient Greek tragedy, then it is necessary that they acquaint themselves
with Hegel’s philosophy, especially but not only the Lectures on Aesthetics.
This is so because, despite the employment of the technical jargon of his
metaphysical system there, Hegel’s understanding of ancient Greek
tragedy is nonetheless a profound one. Whether one likes or dislikes
Hegel’s analysis, then, it is arguable that no serious student of tragedy can
afford to ignore it; although some scholars have, of course, dismissed it.6
On this traditional reading, then, Hegel’s views on tragedy are central for
anyone wishing to understand ancient Greek tragedy. However, that is
not to say they are of any great significance for anyone seeking to under-
stand Hegel’s own philosophy. On the contrary, they might be said to be
peripheral to that particular enterprise. This is so because one can per-
fectly well understand Hegel’s philosophy, broadly understood (includ-
ing, therefore, his social and political thought) without engaging with his
aesthetics— either his philosophy of aesthetics in general, or his views on
tragedy in particular. The understanding of the relationship between
Hegel’s philosophy and his views on tragedy presented here, however, is
different from this. This is so because it maintains that Hegel’s views on
tragedy are not peripheral but central for any adequate understanding of
his philosophy as a whole, at least insofar as that philosophy incorporates
a social theory which touches specifically on human existence and the eth-
ical and political problems associated with “the human condition,” prob-
lems which, by their very nature, are to be found in all societies every-
where, and not just in ancient Greece in the fifth century BCE.

Una Ellis-Fermor has made the interesting claim that the moral outlook
associated with Greek tragedy is associated with an attempt on the part of
the dramatist to maintain an “equilibrium” between two “opposite read-
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ings of life, to neither of which the dramatist can wholly commit him-
self.”7 This seems to me to capture very well, not only the outlook of
Greek tragic drama as understood by Hegel, but also that of the novelist
writing in the tradition of European realism. It also captures very well the
outlook of Le Guin insofar as she thinks of herself as a novelist working
within that tradition. It is arguable that in the history of European litera-
ture there has been, at least from the time of Sophocles and the other
Greek tragic dramatists onward, a tendency for the creative writer (who
in modern times is, of course, often a novelist)8 to attempt not to “take
sides.” There has been an unwillingness on the part of some authors to
make moral judgments about the ethical dilemmas which they depict in
their writings. Indeed, rather like the good scientist discussed earlier, they
have attempted to rise above them, to place themselves au dessus de la
mêlée, and simply to dramatize the tragedy associated with these moral
events as they unfold.

In the case of ancient Greek drama, D. D. Raphael has rightly said
that “although tragedy does not have a directly moral purpose,” it is
nevertheless for this reason “deeply concerned with morality.”9 For al-
though, Raphael goes on, the tragic author is not a preacher or a propa-
gandist, and his aim is not an overtly didactic one, to provide some
“proof” or “demonstration” which will actually solve the fundamental
moral problem being dramatized in the play for his audience, never-
theless tragic drama can be seen as an attempted “exploration” of such
fundamental moral problems.10 According to Raphael, it is in this sense
only that it could be said that tragic drama “was the moral philosophy
of fifth-century Athens.”11

These remarks seem to me to have a direct application to Le Guin and
her understanding of the novel and of the task of the novelist today. And
it is in this sense only, I think, that Le Guin might be said to conform to
the judgment of Lukács that in the novel generally “the ethical intention is
visible in the creation of every detail and hence is, in its most concrete
content, an effective structural element of the work itself” (my empha-
sis).12 In this regard Le Guin’s views also have an affinity with those of
more recent commentators such as Antony Arblaster and Martha Nuss-
baum. According to Arblaster it is works of literature rather than the ab-
stract reasoning of moral philosophers which are best suited to portray-
ing the practical moral problems of everyday life, precisely because these
problems so often take the form of a fundamental ethical dilemma.13 Sim-
ilarly, for Nussbaum it is works of literature, more specifically tragic
drama, which can best express “the existence of conflicts” among the eth-
ical “commitments” of “complex characters”; or what Andrew Gibson,
speaking of the novel, has referred to as “contradictions between signifi-
cant systems of value.”14 Gibson appears to associate the idea of “the 
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inescapability of paradox in ethics” specifically with a “postmodern” ap-
proach to reading works of literature.15 In my view, however, anyone who
made such an identification would be making a mistake. Nussbaum for
example, as an advocate of Aristotelian “essentialism,” has no great sym-
pathy for postmodernism.16 But in any case this way of thinking about the
novel might be said to stand in a long tradition which goes back, through
the work of Lukács on the novel to Hegel and thence to the ancient
Greeks. And it is within this tradition that Nussbaum must be located.

On this view, it is the task of the novelist to capture and evince the com-
plex and contradictory nature of the ethical dilemmas which lie at the very
heart of all human existence, not to attempt to resolve them. Indeed, from
this standpoint, being genuine moral dilemmas, they just cannot be resolved
as there is no rational solution to them. To think that there is to indulge in the
“good/bad, yes/no moralizing that,” in Le Guin’s opinion, “denies fear”
and “ignores” the “mystery” which surrounds the human condition.17 As Le
Guin herself puts it, in human existence “tragedy is the truth, and truth is
what the very great artists, the absolute novelists, tell” (my emphasis). Moral
“truth,” she says, always “encompasses tragedy” because, unflinchingly, it
embraces “life.” For this reason it “partakes of the eternal joy” which 
Le Guin associates with the order of the Cosmos.18 According to Le Guin,
then, a good novelist must engage with the ethical dilemmas of human ex-
istence without preaching, moralizing or “taking sides.” The novelist must
be able to present “both sides of the story” evenhandedly.

It is obvious that considered from this standpoint a novelist is not and
cannot be a utopian writer, or a writer of literary utopias, at least as the
notion of a literary utopia has traditionally been understood. For utopian
texts are “one-sided,” whereas on this view a good novel could not possi-
bly be. Indeed, from this standpoint, the form of the novel is necessarily
associated with a critique of utopianism, on both aesthetic as well as moral
grounds. According to Frederic Jameson, Lukács maintains that although
it is true that the novel “has ethical significance,” the reason for this is be-
cause the form of the novel is that of “concrete narration” rather than that
of the “abstract thought” traditionally engaged in by the authors of works
of utopian literature. In Jameson’s opinion, the “great novelists” of the
nineteenth century were, therefore, even in the “very formal organization
of their styles” engaged in a critique of utopian thought and writing,
which from their point of view offered what is merely a “pallid and ab-
stract dream” or an “insubstantial wish-fulfillment.” By adopting the
form of the novel the nineteenth century realists offered a “concrete
demonstration of the problems of Utopia.”19

So far as the status of The Dispossessed as a literary production is con-
cerned, then, it is arguable that insofar as it does seek to rise up above the
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situation and see “both sides of the story,” evenhandedly, to capture the
dramatic tension between the two types of society on Anarres and Urras
and their respective values, both at a macro and at the micro level of the
personal experiences of just one individual character, then, as Le Guin
herself has indicated, it is indeed again best thought of as a novel about the
trials and tribulations of utopianism, and not as an example of a literary
utopia, as until quite recently this notion has traditionally been under-
stood.

In this connection John P. Brennan and Michael C. Downs have argued
that “only a biased or inattentive reader of The Dispossessed could possibly
conclude that the novel presents Ioti society as healthier or more desirable
than Anarresti society.” Le Guin, they continue, “doesn’t intend that we
read the novel as either an attack on anarchism or a plea for tolerance of
diversity in social organization.” On the contrary, she “indicates that her
motivation for writing The Dispossessed was to embody anarchism in a
novel.” Thus, in their view, “the contrast between Anarres and A-Io,”
which is the “chief utopian dialectic of the novel, must,” if it is to be re-
solved at all, “be resolved in favor of Anarres.”20 But this wrongly as-
sumes that to seek to embody anarchism in a novel necessarily involves es-
pousing the cause of anarchism, which, of course, it does not. It also
assumes, again wrongly, that Le Guin thinks that there is a need to resolve
the dialectical tension between the two worlds of Anarres and Urras. It
seems to me, though, that the whole point of the philosophical outlook
which informs Le Guin’s self-understanding as a novelist is precisely that
such tensions and contradictions cannot be resolved. It is to attempt to get
away from the “either-or” thinking of commentators like Brennan and
Downs who think that they can be, and should be, resolved one way or
another. And if Le Guin thinks that such ethical dilemmas cannot be re-
solved, then, of course, the issue of which particular way she would like
to resolve them evidently does not arise. If The Dispossessed is a novel
about the human condition then it must embrace both principles at the
same time without seeking to resolve, rationally, the contradiction which
exists between them.

In this regard, a remark which Hegel makes when discussing the colli-
sion of moral forces in Sophocles’ Antigone seems to me to have a direct
application for any attempt to understand Le Guin’s The Dispossessed.
Speaking about the conflicting moral perspectives of Antigone and her
uncle, Creon, Hegel states that neither of these “ethical powers” has “any
advantage over the other,” such that it should be considered to be “a more
essential moment of the subtance common to both.” For they are “equally
and to the same degree essential,” and indeed possess “no separate self.”
Thus, according to Hegel, to portray “the victory of one power and its
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character, and the defeat of the other side,” would be to produce a merely
partial and “incomplete work.” For it is “in the equal subjection of both
sides that absolute right is first accomplished.”21

Nevertheless, I do agree with Brennan and Downs when they say that
“the primary source of ambiguity in The Dispossessed, with respect to its
claim to “being a utopian work,” lies “in the fact that it is a novel and not the
simple stylized vision of a perfected society usually dealt with by utopian vi-
sionaries” (my emphasis). As such, “it must deal with suffering, conflict and
discovery, with becoming rather than with essence or perfection”22 Brennan
and Downs quite rightly maintain here that The Dispossessed is indeed “nov-
elistic rather than visionary”23 (my emphasis). Where they go wrong, in my
view, is when they go on to suggest that the fact that The Dispossessed is a
novel is not an obstacle to our thinking of it as being also a literary utopia.
Brennan and Downs maintain that “the Odonian planet is ‘ambiguous’ be-
cause it is not perfect, because it is a utopia that comes to terms with man as
he is—mortal, weak, and potentially spiteful— rather than with man as he
would be were he angelic.”24 Against this it might be argued that insofar as
The Dispossessed does, as Brennan and Downs rightly maintain, succeed in
dealing “with suffering, conflict and discovery, with becoming rather than
with essence or perfection,” then rather than think of it as an ambiguous lit-
erary utopia, as even Le Guin herself occasionally suggests, it would be much
more accurate to think of it as being unambiguously a novel which deals with
the theme of political utopianism and with the ethical dilemmas which are
inevitably associated with it.

Lyman Tower Sargent has claimed that science fiction is “first and fore-
most designed to entertain” (my emphasis).25 However, as Tower Sargent
himself acknowledges, this description hardly fits the case of Le Guin, ei-
ther in general or specifically in the case of The Dispossessed. For Le Guin
is a moralist who writes with a serious concern about fundamental ethi-
cal issues. At the same time, however, just like the author of a classical re-
alist novel, Le Guin tries to write about such issues without moralizing or
being didactic.26 Le Guin’s views on the novel and the role of the novelist
in society might fruitfully be compared with those of H. G. Wells, Jean-
Paul Sartre, and George Orwell. So far as H. G. Wells is concerned, both
Jack Williamson and Lovat Dickson have noted that one of the main
points of disagreement between H. G. Wells and Henry James in their 
interchange over the novel as an art form in the early years of the twenti-
eth century had to do with the issue of whether a novel can serve as a
work of social criticism. According to Williamson, James was an artist
who “wanted to render life objectively, as he saw and felt it, without con-
scious manipulation.” In contrast to this, the later Wells “didn’t even care
about rendering life; he wanted to change it.”27 In a similar vein, Dickson
has noted that “the more or less placid life of the successful novelist was
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uncongenial” to the later Wells’s “reforming temper.”28 According to
Dickson, Wells “wanted to alter things” in and through his writings. He
“profoundly believed that the novel was an instrument of education” be-
cause it “enlarged the mind and understanding.” In Dickson’s opinion,
however, what Wells “overlooked” is that very “few people submit to ed-
ucation” in that sense of the term, and that a novel “has to succeed first as
a novel,” or as a work of art, before it could possibly undertake such “ad-
ditional functions.”29 In my view Le Guin’s views on the novel and the so-
cial function of the novelist are much closer to those of Henry James in
this debate than they are to those of H. G. Wells.

Insofar as she is a novelist Le Guin is, therefore, opposed to the idea of
a “committed” literature, or a “littérature engagée,” at least in the sense of
that expression as it is employed by Jean-Paul Sartre.30 According to
Sartre, it would be “inconceivable” that the reader “could enjoy his free-
dom while reading a work which approves or accepts or simply abstains
from condemning the subjection of man by man”31 (my emphasis). In
Sartre’s view, this tendency to “abstain from condemning” is the “error of
realism” in literature.32 Sartre insists that he can imagine a “good novel”
being written, for example, by an American negro “even if hatred of the
whites were spread all over it, because it is the freedom of the race that he
demands through his hatred.”33 Unlike Le Guin, then, Sartre thinks that
being partial and “one sided” is not an obstacle which lies in the way of
the production of a good work of literature, a good novel, provided, of
course, that the author is on the “right” side.

Views similar to those of Le Guin are also held by Iris Murdoch, who
has explicitly criticized Sartre’s notion of “commitment in literature” on
aesthetic grounds.34 For Murdoch an important issue is whether Sartre’s
commitment “helps or hinders him as an artist”35 (my emphasis). Mur-
doch maintains that key questions, for Sartre, are “Can art liberate with-
out being itself committed? Can it be committed without degenerating
into propaganda?” (my emphasis).36 One cannot help thinking that in Mur-
doch’s opinion the answer to the second of these questions just has to be
“no.” Consequently Murdoch considers Sartre’s notion of “commitment”
in literature to be a weakness rather than a strength. In her view it demon-
strates Sartre’s obvious “limitations as a novelist.”37 Sartre, she maintains,
all too often “by-passes the complexity of the world of ordinary human
relationships” in his novels.38 Because of Sartre’s endorsement of the prin-
ciple of “commitment” in literature, Murdoch describes him as a “sincere
propagandist,” but a propagandist nonetheless. She insists that Sartre is a
far better dramatist than he is a novelist. He a “natural playwright (and
an excellent one) rather than a novel writer.”39 It is clear from the text that
Murdoch thinks that one reason for this is because Sartre is too much of a
“rationalist.” Whatever Le Guin’s views regarding Sartre and his qualities
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as a novelist might be, it is difficult to imagine her disagreeing with Mur-
doch about the general issue of “commitment in literature” here. Le Guin
would wholeheartedly endorse the broad thrust of Murdoch’s remarks so
far as they touch on the issue of what a good novel is and does.

Le Guin would also be sympathetic toward George Orwell’s observation
that “when a writer engages in politics he should do so as a citizen, as a hu-
man being, but not as a writer,” (my emphasis) for in that capacity he
“should make clear that his writing is a thing apart.”40 She would, therefore,
be inclined to agree with John Mander’s suggestion that for Orwell “a
writer can never become a good party-liner.” For “if he introduces politics
into his writing he will become” nothing more than “a pamphleteer” (my em-
phasis).41 Mander maintains that in a number of his essays Orwell “seems
to be arguing that art should never preach, have nothing to do with politics,
and, like Orwell’s Shakespeare, be content “merely to love the surface of the
earth and the process of life” (my emphasis).42 The sentiments attributed here
to Orwell by Mander seem to me to accord exactly with those of Le Guin.
However, for Le Guin the problem is not so much whether “politics” is in-
troduced into one’s writing, or into a novel, but rather how this is to be done.
Le Guin wishes to introduce politics, and the debates and conflicts associ-
ated with it, which are always ethical in nature, into her work without trans-
forming herself into a pamphleteer. She wants The Dispossessed to be a novel
rather than a pamphlet or an item of political propaganda.

In his criticism of Orwell, Max Adereth maintains that the “main dan-
ger” which the “committed writer” must “guard against is that of bias,
one-sidedness and dogmatism.” Adereth insists, however, that it is possi-
ble for a novelist to do this whilst at the same time remaining in some
sense politically “committed.”43 Le Guin would, I think, endorse this sen-
timent, but only if one means something quite specific by the notion of be-
ing “committed.” To properly understand Le Guin’s attitude toward this
issue, it is necessary to make a distinction between someone who is a
“moralist,” on the one hand, and someone who is a “moralizer” on the
other. The former is someone who is deeply concerned about the funda-
mentally important moral and political problems of human existence, as
these are portrayed in and through the lives of the central characters of a
novel. The latter is someone who attempts to instruct the reader concern-
ing the “correct” solutions for those problems. Both the moralist and the
moralizer might be said to be committed in some sense of the term,
though in different ways. Le Guin is committed in the first of these senses,
and not in the second. She is a moralist and not a moralizer. So far as her
own work is concerned, therefore, a crucially important question is
whether it is possible for a text to be a novel, and, therefore, the work of
someone who is committed in the first of these two senses only (as a
moralist) whilst at the same time also being an example of the genre of the
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literary utopia. As I have attempted to show, there is at least some evi-
dence to support the view that in the 1970s Le Guin was of the opinion
that this is not possible. At that time Le Guin took the view that literary
utopias are written by moralizers. It is tragic dramas and novels in the re-
alist tradition which are written by moralists.

Charles Nicol has stated that “Le Guin writes to persuade the reader of
a particular moral view”44 (my emphasis). In my opinion this is actually
the reverse of the truth. Rather, as a novelist, Le Guin invites her readers
to think for themselves about the complexities of particular moral dilem-
mas, which have no obviously right or objectively correct answer. At the
same time, given that she is herself not just a novelist but also an anar-
chist, no doubt Le Guin would be delighted if her readers should, after se-
rious consideration of the issues and through their own free choice, also
come to embrace the values associated with anarchism. Alternatively, par-
adoxical though it may appear, one could say that by deliberately not
seeking to persuade her readers, Le Guin is hopeful that they might be
somehow inspired, and therefore, in a quite different sense of the term,
persuaded by the views being dramatically represented in the text. This
would fit in very well with the Taoist notion of wu wei—to “act without
acting”— toward which Le Guin is evidently sympathetic. For example,
in the notes to her edition of the Tao Te Ching, she emphasizes that “over
and over Lao Tzu says wei wu wei: Do not do. Doing not-doing. To act
without acting.” This, she goes on, is “not a statement susceptible to log-
ical interpretation.” It is, however, “a concept that transforms thought
radically, that changes minds. The whole book [the Tao Te Ching] is both
an explanation and a demonstration of it.”45 Similarly, in The Left Hand of
Darkness Le Guin has one of her characters state that “to oppose some-
thing” is in effect “to maintain it.”46

In Le Guin’s opinion, then, novelists qua novelists preach no solutions
to political problems and have no political programme of their own. To
employ an expression which Le Guin frequently uses in her essays, 
insofar as one is a novelist, as opposed to a political activist, one can
have no particular “ax to grind.” There is an important sense, therefore,
in which a successful novel must, by its very nature, “leave everything
as it is.” But such a way of thinking about the novel is inevitably in some
sense conservative in terms of its political implications. For it amounts
to saying that a good novelist positively embraces the tragic dilemmas
of human existence as being the very stuff of life, or a part of the cosmic
order of things, and this must at the same time involve also accepting
them, in what some would consider to be a politically quietistic manner.
To employ the terminology of the Hegelian philosophy, which is close to
Taoism in this regard, this amounts to adopting an attitude of resignation
toward them. Indeed, as Georg Lukács has noted, the writings of Hegel
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might be thought of as providing a rational or philosophical justification
not only for this attitude of mind generally, but for this way of thinking
about the political significance of works of literature, and of the novel in
particular.47

In my view, then, there is much truth in Mark Tunick’s claim that Le
Guin’s “project” is best thought of as being “Hegelian” rather than
“utopian.”48 According to Tunick, if Le Guin offers a “political solution”
at all to the conflicts, tensions, and ethical dilemmas portrayed in this
work then this “may be” a solution which is best thought of as a “dialec-
tical mediation,” in the Hegelian sense, between the “conflicting ideals”
associated with the societies on Anarres and Urras (specifically, A-Io). It is
not entirely clear what Tunick means by this remark, which, as his em-
ployment of the expression “may be” indicates, is a cautious one. But one
possible response to Tunick’s suggestion that Le Guin’s approach is simi-
lar to that of Hegel because both of them offer their readers a dialectical
“solution” to the fundamental moral or political problems with which
they deal is to deny that this is the case. From this point of view, although
it is true that Le Guin’s project in The Dispossessed might be said to be a
Hegelian one, this is not so for the reason given here by Tunick. For nei-
ther Hegel nor Le Guin offer their readers solutions in this sense, not even
solutions of a rather special, “dialectical” kind. It would be more accurate
to suggest that, just like Hegel, Le Guin does not offer her readers any so-
lutions at all. Nor does she consider it to be her business to do so, insofar
as she is the author of a novel dealing with the themes of scientific devel-
opment and political utopianism, and with the ethical dilemmas and the
tragic outcomes associated with them. This is the attitude which is best as-
sociated with Le Guin’s “dialectical” outlook. Indeed, this is something
which Tunick himself appears to acknowledge, a little later in his text,
when he shows that he is well aware that in The Dispossessed Le Guin
might not be “advocating an anarchist-communist libertarian society,” (my
emphasis) or offering any “political solutions” to complex moral prob-
lems and that, as in the case of Greek tragic drama, this work is perhaps
better seen as “an exploration of the complex tensions one faces in build-
ing a community in which,” (my emphasis) to employ the terminology of
Hegel, one can be “at home and free.”49 Here at least, then, Tunick appre-
ciates that The Dispossessed is indeed a novel and not a political pamphlet.

From the standpoint of this particular reading of Hegel (there are of
course others), there is no actual society which might be said to be perfect
or ideal; and thus no utopia as this notion has often been understood.
What we have before us, our own society, is “all that there is”— the sug-
gestion being, of course, that we can do nothing more than make the best
of it, and must find a way of reconciling ourselves to it, either through re-
ligion (Taoism) or through philosophy (Hegel). Applied to the person in
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the street, this attitude implies that there is no point in trying to change
things fundamentally, for in that sense things just never could be changed.
Applied to the writer of political pamphlets or literary utopias, this attitude
suggests either that they are simply wasting their time, or that they are mis-
leading their readers into thinking that existing society could be dramati-
cally otherwise than it is. That is not to say, however, that creative writers
or novelists could not take as their chosen subject matter the fact that there
are ‘utopians’ in their own society who do not agree with this view; people
who think that things can be fundamentally changed, and who are inter-
ested in promoting practical programs in pursuit of such change.

Avery Plaw has claimed that “far from being one-sided or didactic, the
worlds that Le Guin presents in The Dispossessed are genuinely pluralistic,
realizing different but equally ultimate human goods at different, but sim-
ilarly heavy, human costs.”50 It seems to me, however, that it would be
more accurate to say that, so far as questions of morality and politics are
concerned, Le Guin’s outlook in the novel and more generally is dialecti-
cal or dualistic rather than pluralistic. In this connection, there is at least
something to be said for the claim made by Brennan and Downs that The
Dispossessed “is itself ‘two faced’ (as perhaps all novels are),” because it
“refuses to resolve the tensions” associated with the various “dualities”
with which it deals. Brennan and Downs maintain that in The Dispossessed
Le Guin has not presented her readers with “a utopian vision,” that is to
say a work with a final outcome in which “all opposites are united, all
contradictions overcome.” This, they maintain, must be an “unsatisfac-
tory conclusion” for any reader of the text who is “hungering for cer-
tainty,” but it is a conclusion which, in their view, is almost inevitable
given that Le Guin “accepts ambiguity heroically” rather than retreating
from it or ignoring it.”51 In my view, however, it would be better to say
that, rather than accepting “ambiguity” heroically in The Dispossessed,
what Le Guin actually does is reject the notion of ambiguity and embrace
that of a certainty— namely the certainty that “the Truth” in both science
and politics possesses a paradoxical character. As far as the sphere of
ethics and politics is concerned, like Hegel, Le Guin associates “the Truth”
in this area with the tragedy which is human existence. It is this moral
“Truth” which, in her view, all novelists must seek to portray.

According to Bulent Somay Le Guin “is by no means ambiguous to-
ward the Anarres/Urras dichotomy” in The Dispossessed. On the contrary,
she is “wholeheartedly for Anarres, or at least what the Anarresti are try-
ing to do, as she makes amply clear throughout the novel as well as in a
later essay, in which she suggests that the whole enterprise was an effort
“to embody [anarchism] in a novel.”52 However, against this it might be
argued that to seek to “embody” anarchism in a novel, given Le Guin’s un-
derstanding of the meaning of the terms “embodying” and “novel,” is not
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at all (and could not be) the same as being “wholeheartedly” for the an-
archist values which provide a part of the subject matter of that novel. At
least this is true insofar as we think of Le Guin as a novelist as opposed to
a political activist. Somay’s remarks are accurate insofar as they are an ac-
count of Le Guin as a political activist. They are, however, inaccurate to
the extent that they do not distinguish, as Le Guin herself does, between
her two identities of political activist on the one hand and novelist on the
other.

Earlier I cited Laurence Davis’s claim that The Dispossessed has “radical
political implications” which have as yet not been explored. Against Davis
it might be suggested, that to the extent to which it actually succeeds as a
novel, as Le Guin herself understands that term (at least on occasion), The
Dispossessed has no radical political implications at all, nor could it have. In
Le Guin’s opinion there are obvious limitations regarding the extent to
which The Dispossessed, or indeed any novel, could change the world by
transforming the level of political consciousness of its readers. Nor indeed,
in her view, is that the point of writing a novel. Again, therefore, there is an
important sense in which the literary form which is that of the novel is in-
herently and inevitably conservative in terms of its political implications. If
there is anything to be said for this reading, then Le Guin is not by any
means a conventional utopian writer. Nor should we think of her advocat-
ing in any naïve or straightforward sense a positive utopia to her readers.
She is as cautious about such things as anarchists like Zamyatin. She is also
just as cautious about it as any conservative thinker from Aristotle, through
to Burke and Hegel. There is something in George Slusser’s observation
that “Le Guin is not competing with Orwell or Hemingway. Her social
analysis is acute, but its purpose is not indignation or reform. She has no so-
cial program, offers no panaceas.”53

If Le Guin’s literature generally, and The Dispossessed in particular, do
possess a conservative dimension this is not because, as some commenta-
tors have suggested, Le Guin’s views as a novelist as opposed to a politi-
cal activist can be identified, one-sidedly, with those of the “Yin utopia”
to which she refers in her essay “A Non-Euclidean View of California as a
Cold Place to Be.” Nor is it because they can be identified with the views
of George Orr in The Lathe of Heaven. Nor, finally, is it because they can be
identified with the “circular” (as opposed to “linear”) thinking associated
with the Simultaneity Theory of Time in The Dispossessed. Rather, the rea-
son for this is because insofar as she is indeed a novelist, and not a polit-
ical propagandist, Le Guin considers it to be her task (indeed her duty) to
portray the ethical dilemmas of human existence in a way that involves
not writing didactically. She does not wish to “take sides” and makes an
effort to tell the “story” in all of its ethical complexity—portraying the

164 Chapter 6



paradoxical nature of the ethical dilemma in question just “as it is.” Le
Guin does not, therefore, consider it to be her task as a novelist, as op-
posed to a political activist or an ideologist, to morally condemn existing
society and its social relations. It is inevitable, therefore, that if, like Jean-
Paul Sartre, one takes the view that those who refuse to condemn existing
society necessarily condone it, one will think that Le Guin’s opinions con-
cerning the task of the novelist are politically conservative.54

LE GUIN AND THE REALIST TRADITION 
IN EUROPEAN LITERATURE

Paradoxical though it may seem given that she writes works which are
usually considered to be “science fiction,” Le Guin is best thought of as a
novelist working within the realist tradition of European literature. There
is a great deal to be said for Darko Suvin’s suggestion that Le Guin is “the
most European” and “the most novelistic writer in present day American
SF,” (my emphasis) her work having an affinity with “nineteenth century
Realism.”55 This is also the view of Tom Moylan and Deirdre Burton, al-
though as in the case of Suvin this is an idea which is not adequately de-
veloped in their work. Moylan has rightly suggested that Le Guin “seems
to prefer the attitudes of the realist novel or the tragedy rather than the
utopia.”56 And Burton has argued that The Dispossessed is “a rather grip-
ping story (far less didactic than Herland) whose central characters engage
our sympathies, concern, anxieties, and so on, in just the manner of the
classic realist novel.”57

Far from being escapist, because it is science fiction, Le Guin’s work is
best thought of as a form of literary realism. It is “realist” because it en-
courages her readers to engage with important moral problems, even if it
does not actually solve these problems for them. After all, how could it?
For in Le Guin’s view there are no right answers to these problems; and it
is her readers who must try to solve these problems for themselves, or at
least find some way of dealing with them. It is for this reason that Le Guin
claims that the world which she portrays in both her fantasy literature
and in her science fiction, which is often wrongly thought to be an attempt
to escape from reality, is in fact a world where “joy, tragedy and morality
exist” (my emphasis). Consequently it is an “intenser” world and an “in-
tenser reality” than the so-called “real” world of the present. It is not, she
maintains, as if she was attempting in her fiction to escape from “a com-
plex, uncertain, frightening world of death and taxes into a nice simply
cozy place where heroes don’t have to pay taxes, where death only hap-
pens to villains, where Science plus Free Enterprise, plus the Galactic Fleet
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in black and silver uniforms, can solve all problems – where human suffer-
ing is something that can be cured, like scurvy.” This is what science fiction
as it is often understood attempts to do, but escapist or “pulp” fiction of that
kind is not what Le Guin wishes to write. Such fiction is, she says, “no es-
cape from the phoney,” but rather “an escape into the phoney” (my empha-
sis). It is a “rejection of reality” rather than what Le Guin refers to as that
“intensification of the mystery of the real” that one finds, and must always
find, in a good novel.58 Le Guin’s use of the word “mystery” in this context
is interesting, and suggests an affinity between her own attitude and that of
Gabriel Marcel.59 As D. D. Raphael has noted, 60 Marcel distinguishes be-
tween a “mystery” and a “problem.” The latter is something which can be
solved by some kind of logical argument, theoretical analysis, or appeal to
the available empirical evidence, whereas the former cannot be, presum-
ably because engaging with a “mystery,” in Marcel’s sense of the term, nec-
essarily involves embracing a logical contradiction.

Again it is interesting to compare Le Guin’s views on this subject with
those of Jean-Paul Sartre. Iris Murdoch has contrasted the works of Sartre
with those of the realist tradition in European literature, as this is exem-
plified by the novels of Tolstoy. Sartre’s characters, she argues, are little
more than the vehicles for the expression of abstract ideas or one-sided
ideological positions rather than “characters” of the kind that one finds in
a good realist novel. Sartre’s writings tend to be based on “issues” rather
than on individual “characters” or real “people.”61 According to Mur-
doch, because he is little more than a political propagandist, Sartre lacks
that perception, held by the great writers within the realist tradition, that
“the human person,” as a concrete individual as opposed to a theoretical
abstraction, is something which is both “precious and unique.”62 Again
Murdoch contrasts this attitude with that of Tolstoy, who, she maintains,
held the view that “the novelist has his eye fixed on what we do, and not
on what we ought to do” (my emphasis). Within the realist tradition, the
novelist is “a describer rather than an explainer” (my emphasis). Tolstoy’s
novels portray “a picture of, and a comment upon, the human condi-
tion.”63 According to Murdoch, novels of this kind exhibit a “freedom
from rationalism” which we do not find in Sartre’s writings, even in his
novels. Interestingly, Murdoch also says that an important difference be-
tween Sartre and the novelists working within the realist tradition is that
in the case of Sartre human society is a world of “ideological battles”
where certain “conflicts” are “inevitable” and “reconciliations are impos-
sible.” Consequently, unlike Tolstoy and the other realist authors, for
Sartre literature ought not to be associated with a process of “reconciliation
through appropriation” (my emphasis).64

One difficulty associated with the claim that Le Guin’s The Dispossessed
is best located against the background of the tradition of European real-

166 Chapter 6



ism in literature is the fact that there are occasions when Le Guin appears
to dissociate herself from that tradition. So far as this issue is concerned,
once again it is fruitful to compare Le Guin’s views with those of Zam-
yatin. Unlike Le Guin, Zamyatin is opposed to all forms of realism. Con-
sequently he rejects literary realism just as he does scientific and moral re-
alism, and for the same reason. In all three cases what we have, he sug-
gests, is an attempt to offer an account which its author considers
(wrongly) to be objectively true. Thus, for example, speaking specifically
about literary rather than either scientific or moral realism, Zamyatin
maintains that its exponents seek to offer a “bare depiction of daily life.”65

He also claims that, just as scientific realists think of themselves as hold-
ing up a “mirror” to nature,66 so also literary “realists” think of them-
selves as holding up a “mirror” to society. They too, Zamyatin says, “have
a mirror in their hands.”67 Given that he is a relativist and a constructivist
in science and a nihilist in ethics, and that he rejects the principles of ob-
jectivism and realism, it is not too surprising that Zamyatin should also
object to the idea of literary realism, as he thinks that the philosophical as-
sumptions upon which the notion of literary realism is based are the same
as those associated with scientific and moral realism.

I suggested earlier, and have argued more fully elsewhere, that so far as
questions of science and ethics are concerned, Le Guin is a realist.68 She re-
jects Zamyatin’s Nietzschean commitment to relativism and construc-
tivism. One would expect, therefore, that Le Guin would be sympathetic
to the idea of literary realism in some sense of that term; and indeed she is.
On the other hand, though, it is undeniable that there is also some appar-
ent evidence which might be thought of as counting against this claim.
For example, in one of her essays, when discussing the idea of literary re-
alism, Le Guin states that the literary realists of the past have thought that
“an artist is like a roll of photographic film, you expose it and develop it
and there is a reproduction of Reality in two dimensions. But that is all
wrong, and if any artist tells you ‘I am a camera,’ or ‘I am a mirror,’ dis-
trust him instantly, he’s fooling you, pulling a fast one. Artists are people
who are not at all interested in the facts—only in the truth. You get the facts
from outside. The truth you get from inside”69 (my emphasis). In these re-
marks Le Guin appears to be rejecting the idea of literary realism outright;
and if we make Zamyatin’s assumption that there is a connection between
one’s attitude toward literary realism and one’s attitude toward scientific
realism; then this suggests that Le Guin rejects the principles of scientific
realism outright also. So how might we respond to these remarks? How
can we defend the claim that not only is Le Guin a scientific and a moral
realist, she is a literary realist also?

One possible response would be to suggest that although Le Guin is 
indeed a scientific realist and a moral realist, nevertheless she does not
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consider this to be a reason for being a literary realist as well. Conse-
quently, the rejection of literary realism which she appears to be making
here is in fact quite consistent with my earlier claim that she is sympa-
thetic to other forms of realism. However, this does not seem to me to be
the best response to make to the remarks cited above because this counter-
argument simply assumes that these remarks are indeed best interpreted
as being a rejection by Le Guin of the principles of literary realism.

An alternative response, which in my view is to be preferred, would
be to say that when making these remarks what Le Guin is objecting to
is not literary realism per se, but rather literary realism as it has existed
in the past; just as her own views on science, although definitely in some
sense realist, also reject the idea of scientific realism as it has existed in
the past. In the case of scientific realism Le Guin thinks that her prede-
cessors have had a tendency to think, somewhat naively, that establish-
ing the truth or falsity of a theory or explanatory hypothesis in science
is a matter of seeing whether it or one of its competitors is or is not sup-
ported by the available empirical evidence—whether it “fits the facts”—
and that this can easily be done by performing some experiment, the
outcome of which will be the production of evidence which can conclu-
sively determine the matter one way or the other. Like Zamyatin, Le
Guin objects to scientific realism, understood in this particular sense. As
we have seen, in any given case, she thinks that it is necessary for natu-
ral scientists to appreciate that there will always be at least two opposed
ways of “looking at things,” each of which is equally well supported by
the available empirical evidence. Disputes in science regarding the truth
of one or other competing theories are in consequence not so easily re-
solved. This does not mean, however, that Le Guin should be considered
to be a relativist. For Le Guin does think that there is such a thing as “the
Truth” which can be associated with disputes of this kind. In her view,
if one wishes to grasp this truth then it is necessary that one be able to
embrace the ideas associated with both sides in such a dispute, despite
the fact that they contradict one another. If one does this then one has
succeeded in getting at “the (objective) Truth” of the matter. For one’s
views do then succeed in accurately “reflecting” the way things truly are
in the world. The world itself just is a paradoxical and contradictory
place and if the beliefs which natural scientists hold about it are also par-
adoxical and contradictory, then according to this line of reasoning that
is not an indication that those beliefs must be “false.” It is rather a rea-
son for thinking that they are objectively “true,” precisely because they
accurately reflect the paradoxical nature of reality as well as the para-
doxical reality of nature.

Similarly, so far as literary realism is concerned, one might say that Le
Guin objects to the idea that a creative writer, say the author of a novel,
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might possess a privileged insight into the “truth” of the matter so far as
any of the ethical dilemmas which are portrayed in the novel is con-
cerned. For in the case of each of these ethical dilemmas, also, there will
be two sides to a complex and contradictory story. For Le Guin it is not the
task of the novelist to “take sides” in such disputes, or to moralize or
preach to their readers, regarding the question of who is right and who is
wrong—whose beliefs are true and whose false—in relation to these com-
plex moral problems. But here again, as in the case of disputes in science,
Le Guin seems to think that, even so there is such a thing as “the (objec-
tive) Truth” of the matter, and that it is the task of the novelist to attempt
to grasp this truth and portray it dramatically in and through the lives
and actions of her or his characters. It is in this sense, then, that I think that
Le Guin’s style of writing generally, and specifically in The Dispossessed,
might legitimately be said to constitute a form of literary realism the aim
of which is to dramatically portray “the Truth.”

Again it is illuminating to consider the views of Le Guin about this is-
sue against the background of the debate between H.G. Wells and Henry
James over the nature of the novel and the social role of the novelist in the
early years of the twentieth century. According to Wells, James took the
view that a novel is “an end in itself” rather than a “means to an end.” In
short, he subscribed to the principle of “art for art’s sake.” This attitude,
Wells maintains, is closely associated with James’s commitment to the
principle of “realism” in literature. Because James “has never discovered
that a novel isn’t a picture” of contemporary society he is, Wells insists, far
too “eager” to “accept things” just as they are.70

On the other hand, however, it is clear that there are also significant dif-
ferences between the attitude of Henry James (as H. G. Wells understood
it) toward the novel and that of Le Guin. This is so because, as character-
ized by Wells, James had a tendency to write about “trivial” issues rather
than the great moral and political problems of the day. This could not be
said of Le Guin even though, as we have seen, like James (and indeed
Wells himself on occasion), she makes an effort to avoid didacticism and
preaching about them.

Le Guin’s attitude here might be thought of as an attempt to steer a
middle course between the views of the later Wells and of James. The later
Wells wrote about the moral and political issues of his time, but he did so
didactically, as a propagandist or as a journalist rather than as a novelist.
James, on the other hand, was a novelist, or an artist, a creative writer who
wished to avoid didacticism in his writing. According to Wells, however,
he was only able to this by avoiding altogether writing about any matters
of moral or political importance. We may now say that, like Wells but not
James, Le Guin also wishes to write about such important matters. How-
ever, like James but not Wells, she wishes to do so as an artist and not as
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a political propagandist. She is concerned to raise these problems in her
writing, and present them to her readers in a dramatic or literary form,
whilst avoiding the temptation to tell her readers what they ought to
think about them, or to persuade her readers that there is, objectively
speaking, only one right answer which could be given to them.

DOSTOEVSKY, LE GUIN, AND THE POLITICAL NOVEL

Maurice Baring has made an interesting remark about Dostoevsky. He
says that Dostoevsky is a “realist” who “sees things as they are all through
life.”71 As such, “he is free from cant, either moral or political, and ab-
solutely free from all prejudice of caste or class.”72 It is, Baring goes on,
impossible for Dostoevsky to think that “because a man is a revolutionary
he must, therefore, be a braver man than his fellows, or because a man is
a Conservative he must, therefore, be a more cruel man than his fellows,
just as it is impossible for him to think the contrary, and to believe that be-
cause a man is a Conservative he cannot help being honest or because a
man is a Radical he must inevitably be a scoundrel.”73 Rather, Dostoevsky
“judges men and things as they are, quite apart from the labels which they
choose to give to their political opinions.” It is for this reason, Baring
maintains, that “nobody who is by nature a doctrinaire can appreciate or
enjoy the works of Dostoyevsky” who “sees and embraces everything as
it really is.”74

A similar assessment of Dostoevsky, and specifically his novel The Pos-
sessed, is also offered by Irving Howe,75 who discusses Dostoevsky in the
context of a wider thesis concerning the nature of the “political novel.”
Howe defines a “political novel” as follows: “By a political novel,” he
says, “I mean a novel in which political ideas play a dominant role or in
which the political milieu is the dominant setting.”76 In its ideal form “the
political novel,” Howe continues, “is peculiarly a work of internal ten-
sions. To be a novel at all, it must contain the usual representation of hu-
man behavior and feeling; yet it must also absorb into its stream of move-
ment the hard and perhaps insoluble pellets of modern ideology. The
novel deals with moral sentiments, with passions and emotions; it tries,
above all, to capture the quality of concrete experience. Ideology, how-
ever, is abstract, as it must be, and, therefore, likely to be recalcitrant when-
ever an attempt is made to incorporate it into the novel’s stream of sen-
suous impression.” In Howe’s opinion this conflict is “inescapable.” At
the same time, however, “it is precisely from this conflict that the political
novel gains its interest and takes on the aura of high drama.”77 For “no
matter how much the writer intends to celebrate or discredit a political
ideology, no matter how didactic or polemical his [sic] purpose may be,
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his novel cannot finally rest on the idea “in itself.” To the degree that he
[sic] is really a novelist, a man [sic] seized by the passion to represent and
to give order to experience, he must drive the politics of or behind his
novel into a complex relation with the kinds of experience that resist re-
duction to formula.” Howe maintains that it “would be easy to slip into a
mistake here,” namely, to endorse the view that “abstract ideas invariably
contaminate a work of art and should be kept at a safe distance from it.”78

With respect to the issue of “didacticism versus art,” Howe concludes his
discussion with the following interesting remarks about Dostoevsky and
The Possessed. He says that “while a political novel can enrich our sense of
human experience, while it can complicate and humanize our commit-
ments, it is only very rarely that it will alter those commitments themselves.
And when it does so, the political novel is engaged in a task of persuasion
which is not really its central or distinctive purpose” (my emphasis). For ex-
ample, Howe maintains, “I find it hard to imagine” someone who is “a se-
rious socialist being dissuaded from his belief by a reading of The Possessed,
though I should like equally to think that the quality and nuance of that be-
lief can never be quite as they were before he read The Possessed.”79 Accord-
ing to Howe, Dostoevsky’s The Possessed is “the greatest of all political nov-
els.”80 For despite his own political commitments, his hostility toward
anarchism, nevertheless Dostoevsky “could not suppress his “artistic side,”
for “whatever else it does, The Possessed proves nothing of the kind that
might be accessible to proof in “a mere pamphlet.”81

It is not at all clear to me that, as a creative writer, Dostoevsky did in
fact live up to this rather flattering picture which is painted of him here
by Baring and Howe; and of no work is this more true than The Possessed,
the very work which provided one of the sources of inspiration for Le
Guin’s own novel, The Dispossessed, which might indeed be read as a re-
sponse to the earlier work of Dostoevsky. E. H. Carr’s assessment of The
Possessed, for example, is quite different from that of Baring and Howe,
and much less eulogistic. According to Carr, “the glaring defects of The
Devils are a serious bar to the enjoyment of it.”82 In The Possessed, Carr
maintains, “the tortured questionings of Crime and Punishment are re-
placed by crude dogmatic assertion.”83 Peter Verchovenski, Carr goes on,
is not “even a caricature; he is the walking embodiment of a theory. He is
drawn with as little wit as understanding, and remains totally uncon-
vincing” (my emphasis).84 Indeed, Howe provides evidence which sug-
gests that Dostoevsky was aware of the limitations of his novel if it is con-
sidered as a work of art, as opposed to a political pamphlet, the purpose
of which is to present a tirade against anarchism and anarchists. Despite
the praise lavished upon The Possessed by some critics, Dostoevsky was
well aware of the artistic weaknesses of The Possessed, precisely because of
the overtly hostile attitude of its author toward anarchism and hence also
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because of its tendency at times to become doctrinaire. “I mean to utter
certain thoughts,” wrote Dostoevsky about The Possessed, “whether all the
artistic side of it goes to the dogs or not.” Even “if it turns into a mere pam-
phlet,” Dostoevsky continues, “I shall say all that I have in my heart” (my
emphasis).85

It is interesting to consider whether the assessment of Dostoevsky’s
novel which is offered by Baring and Howe might have an application, if
not to Dostoevsky and The Possessed, then to Ursula K. Le Guin and The
Dispossessed. For it might be suggested that the praise which is perhaps
unjustifiably given to Dostoevsky’s novel by Baring and Howe might le-
gitimately be accorded to that of Le Guin, which might in consequence be
said to be a better example of a good “political novel,” in Howe’s sense of
the term, than the work by Dostoevsky to which it is a response. David L.
Porter has rightly said that for Le Guin a novelist, and hence also a good
science fiction writer, must possess “moral seriousness, without moraliz-
ing and preaching” (my emphasis).86 And it is clear that Le Guin agrees
with him. In Le Guin’s own words, the novelist “works as an artist” (my
emphasis) and, in consequence, simply “tries to engage us” to think about
important political issues rather than tell us what we ought to think about
them.87 According to Le Guin, novelists who allow their own ideological
beliefs to influence their work could not possibly be “good” writers. In-
deed, Le Guin has said of herself that “if I forced myself to” do this then
“I would write dishonestly and badly.” “Am I,” she continues, “to sacri-
fice the ideal of truth and beauty in order to make an ideological point?”
(my emphasis).88

It is clear from these remarks that Le Guin thinks that all writers who
seek to proselytize or to promote directly any particular political cause,
whether or not this happens to be the cause of anarchism, are necessarily
“bad” writers. Moreover, for this very reason, it is likely that they will be
unsuccessful in their efforts to make political converts. Rather, their writ-
ing will be ineffective in this regard because of its tendency to alienate
their readers. Paradoxically, Le Guin thinks that the harder one tries as a
writer to influence others so far as questions of ethics and politics are con-
cerned; to “put them right”; to make them see things correctly, that is to
say in one’s own way; then the more likely it is that one’s efforts will be
considered by one’s readers to be doctrinaire; and the more likely it is that
they will be unsuccessful. It is for this very reason that Le Guin thinks that
one should actually adopt the opposite strategy to this, to simply write
well rather than to seek converts, and if one succeeds in this then in her
view it is actually more likely that one’s readers will, in this indirect man-
ner, be inspired to come to embrace the author’s outlook themselves of
their own free choice. Although, of course, Le Guin appreciates that it is
also possible that this will not happen, and that the reader will make a dif-
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ferent choice. This strategy is associated with Le Guin’s “humanism”—
something which she has in common with the “realist” literary tradition.
It is also, as we have seen, associated with her commitment to pacifism
and with the Taoist notion of wu-wei, or of “acting without acting.”

Perhaps Le Guin herself would not welcome this comparison with Dos-
toevsky, but it seems to me that insofar as Howe’s characterization of a
good “political novel” does apply to her, and to The Dispossessed, then
what this shows is that her effort not to be a doctrinaire, if it were suc-
cessful, could only result in a position which is in some sense politically
conservative. This is a paradox, and indeed an indication of the tragic di-
mension to her own life and work. Le Guin wants to be both a good nov-
elist and a political activist (an anarchist) at the same time, but it might be
suggested that, as Le Guin herself understands them, these two social
roles are actually incompatible with one another. For the novelist in Le
Guin leans toward conservatism, not anarchism; and the anarchist in her
leans toward didacticism, not good literature. The character of Le Guin
herself, of course, might be seen as the totality of these two contradictory
principles. Indeed, if it is true that Le Guin has no desire to preach or mor-
alize, and that she has no desire to be doctrinaire or ideological, insofar as
she is the creator of a “work of art,” then it is evident that this must be her
attitude toward all political projects and the ideologies associated with
them including of course, paradoxically, that of anarchism. From this
point of view, as Le Guin is well aware, her own personal commitment to
anarchism as a political philosophy is likely to get in the way of her efforts
as a novelist to produce a work which is a work of literature about anar-
chism and not a political pamphlet which espouses the cause of anar-
chism. To the extent that she succeeds as a novelist, this can only be at the
expense of diluting, as it were, any political message that The Dispossessed
might be thought to contain.

It should be noted that Le Guin has sometimes been criticized for her
didacticism in The Dispossessed. Susan Wood, for example, has said of The
Dispossessed, that “Shevek’s speculations on government and on human
relations, too, often become uncomfortably didactic.” The Dispossessed,
Wood maintains, “relies too heavily on the idea expressed and analyzed
rather than embodied and shown.”89 Similarly, D. G. Williams has said of
both The Dispossessed and Robert Heinlein’s The Moon is a Harsh Mistress
that “both books have strong didactic intentions, teaching, explaining,
moralizing, and exemplifying in favor of their own versions of ‘anar-
chism.’”90 What is especially interesting about these remarks is that Le
Guin is on occasion inclined to agree with them. Like Dostoevsky, Le Guin
concedes that all too often she inclines toward didacticism in her work
generally, and in The Dispossessed in particular. She acknowledges that
there is a tendency in her own work to preach or to moralize, and hence
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to be doctrinaire. Indeed, in my view, her concern about this issue leads
her to be excessively modest about the merits of The Dispossessed as a
work of art—its status as a novel as opposed to a traditional literary
utopia.

Le Guin recognizes not only the limitations of The Dispossessed as a
work of art, but also the internal contradiction within her own charac-
ter between the political activist who is an anarchist, on the one hand,
and the artist who has aspirations to be a novelist in the great tradition
of European Realism on the other. For example, in her interview with
Jonathan Ward, Le Guin says that in general “my social activism is sep-
arate from my writing. Except, perhaps, for this last book, The Dispos-
sessed, in which being utopian, I am trying to state something which I
think desirable” (my emphasis).91 And in another interview Le Guin
notes: “I have found, somewhat to my displeasure, that I am an ex-
tremely moral writer. I am always grinding axes and making points. I
wish I wasn’t so moralistic, because my interest is aesthetic. What I want
to do is make something beautiful, like a good pot or a good piece of
music, and the ideas and moralism keep getting in the way” (my em-
phasis). There is, Le Guin concludes, “a definite battle on.”92

These remarks suggest that with respect to this issue, also, there is an
affinity between the views of Le Guin and those of George Orwell. Ac-
cording to Orwell, someone who is a “creative writer” can and occasion-
ally must “split his life” and his [sic] “self” into “two compartments.” For
example the individual concerned might be thought of as being both a
writer and a political activist at the same time. Moreover there can be and
occasionally will be occasions when if someone who is a writer “is hon-
est” then “his [sic] writings and his political activities may actually con-
tradict one another.” Orwell suggests that in such situations “one half”
(my emphasis) of the person who is both “writer-and-activist” (my empha-
sis) will necessarily be “condemned to inactivity,” although the other half
of him is not. Interestingly, Orwell also maintains that it is the writing
rather than the political activity of such a person which might be thought
of as “the product of the saner self” (my emphasis).93

There are times, then, when Le Guin appears to agree with her critics
that The Dispossessed is indeed an excessively didactic work. Avery Plaw
has claimed that “one point on which most critics are agreed” is that The
Dispossessed “is, in one way or the other, ‘didactic,’ ‘moralizing,’ and
‘monistic.’”94 If this criticism were valid then it would have to be said that
The Dispossessed is a failure as a novel when evaluated by the aesthetic cri-
teria which Le Guin herself endorses. However, even though Le Guin is
occasionally sympathetic toward it, I do not myself think that this criti-
cism is justified.
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INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I shall discuss Le Guin’s attitude toward questions of
ethics. As a preliminary to this it should be noted that Le Guin makes a

conceptual distinction between the standpoint of “ethics” and that of
“morality.” In this regard her thinking falls within a well-established tra-
dition which goes back at least to Hegel, if not even further. For the time
being, however, I will consider the meaning of the terms “ethics” and
“morality” to be synonymous, and I will employ these two terms inter-
changeably unless I state explicitly my intention not to do so.

It should be remembered that earlier I distinguished between two “Le
Guins,” or between the two different component elements which make
up the complex and contradictory character of the one, unified person
who is Ursula Le Guin. I distinguished between the Le Guin insofar as
she is a “private” individual and Le Guin insofar as she possesses a
“public” persona. When I first introduced this distinction I suggested
that it is the first of these “Le Guins” who is an anarchist, whereas the
second is a novelist. But if we do make this distinction then it is clear
that the question “what is Le Guin’s attitude toward the problems of
ethics?” might be answered in different ways, depending on whether
one is talking about Le Guin the anarchist, on the one hand, or Le Guin
the novelist on the other. Later I shall discuss each of the answers that
might be given to this question in turn, focusing on the differences be-
tween them. This should not, however, be taken to imply that the atti-
tude of these two “Le Guins” toward ethics are entirely different from
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one another. For there are similarities as well as differences between the
ethical vision of Le Guin insofar as she is an anarchist and that of Le
Guin insofar as she is a novelist.

WHAT IS ETHICS?

To discuss Le Guin’s attitude toward questions of ethics involves relating
her views to the various traditions of thought which have emerged his-
torically within the discipline of moral philosophy from the time that
philosophers first started speculating about such questions in ancient
Greece. I have in mind such doctrines as ethical “eudaimonism,” “conse-
quentialism,” “deontologism,” “virtue ethics,” “postmodern ethics,” and
the like. First of all, though, I wish to say something about the notion of
“morality” and “the moral point of view,” as these expressions have tra-
ditionally been understood by moral philosophers from the time of Plato
and Aristotle until today.

There is a traditional way of thinking about ethics, which is first explic-
itly articulated in the writings of Plato and Aristotle. This view is some-
times wrongly identified with the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant
and for that reason, though again wrongly, considered to be exclusively
“modern.” This traditional view is based on the assumption that ethics
has to do with moral duties or obligations, and that ethical relationships
are grounded in some version or other of the principle of reciprocity. Eth-
ical decision making, or deciding what one ought to do in a certain situa-
tion, requires a commitment to the principles of rationality and logical
consistency. Moral reasoning, or the kind of practical reasoning which is
required for the making of such decisions, necessarily invokes the princi-
ple that “equals are to be treated equally” in relevantly similar circum-
stances, or that “like cases are to be treated alike.” Consequently, acting
morally is always a law governed activity. It is a matter of following moral
principles or rules, which by their nature must possess a general validity.
It involves an attempt to apply such rules to the circumstances associated
with a particular case or situation. Above all, moral reasoning is associated
with the notion of equity or fairness and not making an exception in one’s
own case. This way of thinking assumes, therefore, that if one ethical sub-
ject is to be able to stand in an ethical relationship with another at all then
there must be at least some similarities between them. There must be at
least some respects in which they might be said to be equals. When decid-
ing what one ought to do in any ethical situation the guiding principle for
any moral agent is that one should not claim that the rule which one is in-
voking is a “moral rule” whilst at the same time claiming that it applies
only to others (who are assumed to be one’s equals) and not to oneself. On
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this view anyone who argued in this way would be making two kinds of
“mistake,” a practical one and a logical one. Practically speaking, this per-
son will “fail” to act morally, something which for the purposes of the ar-
gument we may assume it is their intention to do. Logically speaking,
such a person would demonstrate that they have not properly grasped
the “logic of moral argument.” They have not understood what is in-
volved in looking at a given situation from “the moral point of view.”1

According to this traditional way of thinking, then, it is legitimate to
talk about such a thing as the moral point of view, which is assumed to be
the same in all societies and cultures everywhere.2 Those who do wish to
act “morally” in relation to others, whether these others are members of
their own society or culture, or whether they are from a different society
and culture, most consider the situation in which they find themselves
from this point of view. They must apply this line of reasoning and, of
course, act accordingly. Those philosophers who have talked about “the
moral point of view” in this way, from Plato onward, have not been igno-
rant of the differences which exist between different cultures so far as
their moral values are concerned. They have, however, insisted that be-
hind or beneath this diversity there are also certain common features
which are present in all societies everywhere, and that by focusing upon
these common features it is possible for us to uncover or discover the very
essence of notions of “morality,” “justice,” and “law.” In particular, espe-
cially in the case of Aristotle, they have noted that the above account of
morality, or what is involved in looking at the world from “the moral
point of view,” is associated with principles of conduct which possess a
highly “abstract” or “formal” character. For example, the principle that
“like cases ought to be treated alike,” or that “equals ought to be treated
equally,” does not state who exactly are equals, or how these equals are to
be treated.

The fact that this is so has two extremely important consequences. In
the first place, as we have seen, it implies that there is room for consider-
able diversity between different societies and cultures when it comes to
the practical application of these very general principles of morality to the
circumstances of particular cases. At the same time, however, adherents of
this traditional way of thinking about ethics have also insisted (rightly or
wrongly) that no society could exist without some system of morality, and
that in all societies what is involved in “acting morality” is pretty much
the same thing, although it is possible, of course, that those who do act
morally in this way are not self-consciously aware that they are doing so.
Not all moral agents are moral philosophers. And although the theoreti-
cal understanding of what is involved in “acting morally” was an intel-
lectual discovery, arguably first made by Plato, that does not mean that
nobody acted in this way before then.
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In the second place, this way of thinking about ethics helps us to un-
derstand the nature of moral conflict, or how and why moral disagree-
ments occur. For given this account it is always going to be possible for
two individual agents, who may be from the same or different societies or
cultures, both of whom are committed to “doing the right thing” or to
“acting morally” in this sense, to look at the same situation conscien-
tiously and yet nevertheless disagree fundamentally with one another
over the issue of who are to be considered equals, how ought these equals
to be treated, which particular moral rules should be applied, how exactly
they should be applied, what exactly ought to be done or not done,
whether or not a particular action should be performed or not performed,
and so on. Similarly it is possible for one and the same individual, pos-
sessing more than one persona, to be placed in a situation within which she
or he is confronted with a conflict of duties, such that the performance of
one duty is necessarily associated with the nonperformance of another.
When such disagreement occurs we get the moral dilemmas or “colli-
sions” which Hegel considered to be the very essence of tragic drama—
collisions which are, of course, as much internal as they are external, and
as much psychological as they are moral. For example, in Sophocles’
Antigone, Antigone is as much in conflict with herself as she is in conflict
with her uncle Creon.

On this traditional view, moral action always involves obeying some
moral law or other, or doing one’s duty. If this is not a sufficient, it is at
least a necessary condition for “acting morally,” or for an action to be
characterized as “moral.” Moreover, moral action is usually (although not
necessarily) associated with the notion of restraint or constraint, whether
this is internally or externally imposed; freely undertaken or a conse-
quence of some threat of coercion. If such action is freely undertaken it is
associated with the notion of altruism or acting from, rather than simply
in accordance with, the “sense of duty.” Individuals who act in this way
are thought of as being not complete “egotists,” but as having a concern
for the well-being of others and the wider community. Consequently, ac-
tion of this kind can be contrasted with action which is not “moral” action,
precisely because it involves disobedience to some moral law, it being as-
sumed that such actions are motivated, not by a sense of duty, but by
“self-interest.”

The attitude which this traditional way of thinking about ethics associ-
ates with the “moral point of view” might be contrasted with that of “im-
moralism” or moral “nihilism.” This is the attitude of those who refuse to
look at the world from this “moral point of view,” who refuse to accept
that there are any moral duties or obligations which are binding, at least
upon them, and who insist that the only thing which is going to motivate
their own conduct is, not a concern for what is right and wrong, or a con-
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cern for the well-being of others, but exclusively their own self-interest.
For immoralists or nihilists nothing matters more than their own “free-
dom,” using this term in a specifically nonmoral sense. Freedom could
certainly be said to be a “value” for the nihilist. It is not, however, ac-
cording to this traditional view, a moral value.

Perhaps the best classical example of immoralism or nihilism in this
sense is the contribution which the “Sophist” Callicles makes to the an-
cient debate concerning the respective merits of “nature versus conven-
tion” in Plato’s dialogue Gorgias, although there are echoes of this attitude
also in the Melian Dialogues of Thucydides.3 This is the attitude of mind
which is central to the “realist” perspective in the theory of international
relations today.4 On one reading of his views, it is also the approach to
questions of ethics adopted by Friedrich Nietzsche, who was familiar
with and admired the doctrines espoused by Callicles and the Athenian
envoys at Melos. Both Nietzsche and his follower Zamyatin associate this
attitude with the notion of “life.” Hence, in their view, like freedom “life”
is a value. Again, though, it is not a moral value. Those who value “life,”
understood in this way, must reject morality, just as they must reject all so-
ciety and all law, for all of these things are profoundly “anti-life.” More
importantly, for present purposes, this attitude of mind can also be asso-
ciated in modern times with the history of anarchism, or one particular
strand of anarchist thought which emerged in the nineteenth century and
is usually associated with the philosophy of Max Stirner, and again with
that of Nietzsche. It is this type of anarchism which is celebrated by Zam-
yatin in his novel We, and which was the main target of criticism for Dos-
toevsky who, in his novel The Possessed, gives his readers the erroneous
impression that all anarchists think in this way. These are the beliefs which
have lent support to the popular misconception of the “anarchist,” fueled
by Dostoevsky in the nineteenth century, as a “bomb throwing” advocate
of mindless violence—a person who believes that violence is valuable for
its own sake, not as a means to an end, but as an end-in-itself. Finally
these are the beliefs which, because of the influence of Nietzsche’s philos-
ophy in twentieth-century France, have until very recently been associ-
ated with postmodernism or poststructuralism.5

LE GUIN’S ETHICS

The starting point for understanding Le Guin’s attitude toward questions
of ethics is to appreciate that, both insofar as she is a political activist who
is an anarchist and insofar as she is a creative writer who is a novelist, she
rejects the doctrine of immoralism or nihilism and embraces what has tra-
ditionally been considered to be “the moral point of view,” as outlined
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above. In both cases, like the ancient Greeks, Le Guin thinks that hu-
mans are by nature ethical animals. James Bittner and Gerard Klein are,
therefore, in one sense at least, absolutely right to claim that for Le Guin
“man” [sic] is an “ethical animal.”6 In consequence she has an overrid-
ing interest in the ethical dimension of human existence. Le Guin is, of
course, familiar with the doctrine of nihilism, the strand of anarchist
thinking which is associated with it, and the particular understanding
that anarchists of this kind have of the notion of “freedom.” And she re-
jects them all. This is very clear both from her essays and from her nov-
els. In The Dispossessed the ideas associated with this way of looking at
things are expressed by the female character Vea, and they are strongly
criticized by the “hero” of the novel, Shevek, who we may consider on
this occasion to be the mouthpiece for Le Guin’s own views insofar as
she is an anarchist.

Let us now turn to consider the ethical vision which is associated with
Le Guin’s outlook, again insofar as she is an anarchist. Contrary to con-
temporary postmodernists, who follow Nietzsche and maintain that,
whether we are talking about the natural world or the social world, sci-
ence or ethics, the only order that there is in the universe is that which hu-
man beings themselves impose upon it, Le Guin maintains that in both
science and in ethics the world is intrinsically an orderly and not a chaotic
place. She insists that the order which is to be discerned in the world is not
“one imposed by man or by a personal or humane deity.” On the contrary,
there are “true laws - ethical and aesthetic, as surely as scientific” which
“are not imposed from above by any authority, but exist in things and are
to be found – discovered.”7 This is the attitude of someone who has been
strongly influenced by the philosophy of Taoism.8 But it is also the atti-
tude of someone who is a humanist and a moral realist, as well as a sci-
entific realist.9

In short, it is the attitude of someone who holds views which are cur-
rently unfashionable amongst those who have been influenced by the
philosophies of postmodernism and poststructuralism. Le Guin’s remarks
on this subject indicate that she is committed to the idea that there is a uni-
versally valid ethical order, a moral law which applies to all human be-
ings, a law which is in some sense “natural” rather than a purely social
“construction,” and which is, therefore, discovered by human beings rather
than made by them.

In one of her essays, Le Guin tells us that what underpins her commit-
ment to this ethical vision is the assumption, which she considers to be
“essential,” that “we” human beings “are not objects” but “subjects.”
Hence, “whoever among us treats us as objects is acting inhumanly,
wrongly, against nature.”10 She insists that “if you deny any affinity with
another person or kind of person, if you declare it to be wholly different
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from yourself” then you inevitably deny its “spiritual equality” and hence
also its “human reality.” In her view, “the only possible relationship” we
could have with an “other” thought of in this way is “a power relation-
ship” and not an ethical one.11 Ethically speaking, the adoption of such an
attitude is in her view undesirable. In words which echo the sentiments
expressed by the young Marx in the Paris Manuscripts and, more recently,
by “ethical Marxism,”12 Le Guin states that the main reason for this is be-
cause it results in that “alienation” of ourselves from another human be-
ing or person which is an inevitable consequence of our attempting to en-
slave them or reduce them to the status of a “thing.” For Le Guin, if you
have alienated another person in this way then you have also in effect
“alienated yourself,” and have in consequence “fatally impoverished
your own reality” as a human being, as a moral being.13

In The Dispossessed Le Guin describes this attitude as “propertarian.”
Much in the manner of Erich Fromm,14 a onetime member of the Frank-
furt School, Le Guin considers this to be the attitude of someone who
seeks to “have” or “possess” another, to treat them as an item of property,
a slave, rather than respect them as a free being, a fellow human being,
equal to themselves in the cosmic order of things.15 Expressed in terms of
the philosophy of Taoism, those who seek to objectify or enslave others in
such a manner have most definitely departed from the “way.” This is the
ethical vision which Le Guin had in mind when she wrote The Dispos-
sessed, and with which she associates anarchism properly understood. It is
the ethical vision of the central character in the novel, Shevek, who is both
a brilliant physicist and an anarchist.

In The Dispossessed Shevek acknowledges only “one law,” the principle
of equity or fairness. This is the only law “he had ever acknowledged.”16

For Le Guin, as for Kropotkin and the classical anarchist tradition in the
nineteenth century, with their assumption that in the cosmic order of
things all human beings are by nature equal, this one moral law amounts
to a commitment to the principle of equality. It is the law of human equal-
ity,17 which is also the law of solidarity or of “mutual aid between indi-
viduals.”18 It is his commitment to this one law which leads Shevek to crit-
icize the political system of the state of A-Io because it will “admit no
morality outside the laws”19 and which prevents him, unlike the inhabi-
tants of A-Io, from “looking at foreigners as inferior, as less than fully hu-
man.”20 It is by reference to this moral law that Le Guin has Shevek criti-
cize the various hierarchical social institutions which he encounters on the
planet Urras. For example, he is quick to notice that “status” and the es-
tablishment in social relationships of who is “superior” and who “infe-
rior” is a “central” issue in Ioti life.21 Shevek first observes this when trav-
eling from Anarres to A-Io at the beginning of the book. At one point he
refers to the doctor who attends him as “brother,” but after the doctor’s
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departure he realized that he had spoken to him in Pravic, “a language he
could not understand.”22 On another occasion, when speaking to an Ioti
physicist Pae, Shevek expresses dismay that Pae seems unable to recog-
nize him as an equal and insists on referring to him by the title “doctor,”
which in A-Io is a badge of social superiority. Pae’s response to this ad-
monition is to apologize for having offended Shevek by referring to him
as “doctor,” but also to point out that in A-Io not to do so would be offen-
sive, as “in our terms, you see,” this “seems disrespectful.” For Pae, to
treat another Ioti as one’s own equal “just doesn’t seem right.”23

Last but by no means least, as in the case of Le Guin’s The Left Hand of
Darkness and The Word for World is Forest,24 this is the ethical vision which
underpins Le Guin’s personal commitment to feminism and Shevek’s at-
titude toward gender relationships in The Dispossessed. Shevek is not long
in contact with Urrasti society before he reflects how wrong it is that in or-
der to “respect himself” the doctor Kimoe “had to consider half the hu-
man race as inferior.”25 Moreover, once again he is dismayed when he dis-
covers that some Urrasti women actually support the system of gender
relationships in A-Io by apparently consenting to the reduction of them-
selves to the status of a “thing,” an object to be used by others, in this case
by men for the purposes of sexual gratification. At one point, for example,
he notes that the character Vea “was so elaborately and ostentatiously a
female body that she seemed scarcely to be a human being”26 and that, as
such, “in the eyes of men” she was “a thing owned, bought, sold.”27 This
is Le Guin’s approach to questions of ethics insofar as she is an anarchist.
It is clear enough, I think, that this ethical vision is based on a quite tradi-
tional understanding of the nature of morality and a commitment on Le
Guin’s part to “the moral point of view” outlined earlier.

Now let us consider how she approaches the same questions as a nov-
elist. Here her attitude is basically the same, although it does differ from
the account just offered in one or two respects. Here also we may say that
the assumption that by nature human beings are ethical or moral beings
is central to Le Guin’s basic outlook as a creative writer. It is clear from Le
Guin’s essays and her early fantasy literature, especially The Earthsea
Quartet,28 that she considers works of literature to be a vital element in the
education (which is always for Le Guin the moral education) of those who
read them, especially children. As Le Guin herself puts it in “The Child
and the Shadow” all of the great children’s “fantasies” possess a “practi-
cal” value, and this value is “ethical” (my emphasis). That is to say, they
are works of literature which encourage the “growth” of children as moral
beings.29 This is a key motif in Le Guin’s fantasy literature, but it is also 
to be found in her science fiction, especially The Dispossessed. It might in-
deed be said to be the core thematic element which links Le Guin’s fan-
tasy literature to her science fiction.
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For Le Guin, however, a vital element in this process of moral education
is that of encouraging the growth and development of her readers as au-
tonomous moral agents who are capable of thinking and acting “morally”
for themselves. As a novelist Le Guin wishes to stimulate her readers to
engage with fundamental moral dilemmas, even if in the end it should
turn out that they make substantive ethical judgments which are different
from her own. For pedagogic as much as for aesthetic reasons, then, Le
Guin wishes to avoid didacticism in her work. She is not a “moralizer” in-
tent on preaching simplistic solutions to irresolvable ethical dilemmas,
but rather a “moralist” whose aim is to encourage her readers to think
about the problems posed by the existence of such dilemmas for them-
selves.

As we have seen, Le Guin is a profoundly “dialectical” thinker, whether
one is talking about the natural world or the social world, the world of
ethics and politics.30 So far as the latter is concerned, and again insofar as
she is a novelist, it is her dialectical outlook which leads her to take an in-
terest in the conflicts or dilemmas which are an integral element in the
ethical life of human beings. She is especially interested in those situations
where two individuals might agree that it is good to act “morally,” and
even about what formally or abstractly this involves, but nevertheless still
disagree with one another about what, in the situation in question, ought
to be done, what is “good” and “evil,” or what is “right” and “wrong.” As
a novelist with a dialectical outlook she is acutely aware that what is
thought of as “acting morally” in a concrete sense, when considered by one
moral agent from one point of view, may not simply be different from but
actually the reverse of what is thought of as “acting morally” when con-
sidered by someone else from the opposite point of view.

Le Guin’s attitude toward such ethical dilemmas, so far as she is a cre-
ative writer, is to resist the temptation to “take sides,” to refuse to commit
herself to just one of these two opposed points of view, or to think in sim-
plistic “either-or” terms about the situation in question. For in her view,
in ethics as in science, each of these two diametrically opposed ways of
looking at things constitutes an important part of the “Truth.” Rather,
once again, Le Guin encourages her readers to think for themselves, and
to engage with the complexities or the contradictions associated with the
ethical dilemmas in question. Le Guin enjoins her readers to rise above
each of these limited and partial perspectives of what is good and evil or
right and wrong and to see the strengths and weaknesses associated with
“both sides” of the moral dilemma being portrayed. In this respect, as I
have noted, the vision which inspires her creative writing has a striking
resemblance to that of the ancient Greek tragedians, especially Sophocles,
of whose Antigone Hegel thought so highly.31 Insofar as she is a novelist,
it is the ethical dilemmas confronted by her central characters and the
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conflicts of moral duty with which these are associated which interest Le
Guin most.

From this point of view, the best way to read The Dispossessed is to see
Shevek, not as an anarchist, or not just as an anarchist, but as an erstwhile
“tragic” hero who is placed by Le Guin in a situation where he is con-
fronted by two conflicting moral duties, duties which on the surface ap-
pear irreconcilable; one as a citizen of Anarres to uphold the values of his
own society, the other as a scientist, and hence a citizen of the world, to
pursue “the Truth” in science come what may, for the benefit of all human
kind, even if this brings him into conflict with the established authorities
and conventional wisdom of his own society. It is, of course, not without
irony that this society is supposed to be an anarchist society and, there-
fore, in theory, one which ought to value individual freedom and creative
self-expression.

LE GUIN AND THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
ETHICS AND MORALITY

I said earlier that Le Guin makes a distinction between the concept of
“morality” and that of “ethics.” In so doing she writes in a tradition which
goes back at least as far as Hegel, who also distinguishes between the no-
tions of “morality” (Moralität) and “ethics” (Sittlichkeit) in his Philosophy of
Right.32 The most influential representative of that tradition writing today
is Jurgen Habermas.33 Habermas uses the term “morality” to refer to prac-
tical reason insofar as it touches on the fundamental questions of right
and wrong, that is to say, what Le Guin refers to as “ethics.” As Habermas
understands it, the principles of morality are universally valid and, as
such, are obligatory for all human beings.34 The principles of morality are,
therefore, what are usually characterized as being principles of natural
law. According to Habermas, the examination of these principles is the
proper concern of moral philosophy. The term “ethical,” on the other hand,
refers to questions of the “good life” for particular human beings living in
a particular society at a particular time; the life which will bring them eu-
daimonia or make them truly “happy,” in what Habermas (in my view
wrongly) takes to be Aristotle’s sense of this term.35 Habermas indicates
that he considers the terms “ethics” and “ethical” to refer solely to empir-
ically ascertainable norms of conduct which are specific to particular so-
cieties at particular times, and hence to the common good or collective
self-interest of their individual members, rather than to any rationally ap-
prehensible universally valid principles which apply to or within all soci-
eties at all times, which he considers to fall within the purview of morality
rather than that of ethics. Understood in this way “ethical questions,”
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Habermas insists, “point in a different direction from moral questions.”36

According to Habermas, it is important that philosophy should be in a po-
sition “to differentiate specifically moral questions from ethical ones” (my
emphasis) and to give each of them “their proper due.”37

We are now in a position to consider this distinction as it is to be found
in the writings of Le Guin. It should be emphasized, at the outet, that Le
Guin does not always distinguish between these two notions. As we have
seen, there are times when Le Guin uses the terms “morality” and “ethics”
interchangeably. For example, she does this in a passage from one of her
essays, “The Child and the Shadow,” which I cited earlier. And she also
does it in her essay “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown” when she says of
Stanislaw Lem’s novel The Invincible that “the book’s theme is moral. And
its climax is an extremely difficult ethical choice made by an individual”38

(my emphasis). Similarly she maintains elsewhere that “most great fan-
tasies contain a very strong, striking moral dialectic, often expressed as a
struggle between the Darkness and the Light, but that makes it sound sim-
ple, and the ethics of the unconscious—of the dream, the fantasy, the fairy
tale—are not simple at all. They are, indeed, very strange” (my empha-
sis).39 In these passages, and others like them, Le Guin makes no distinc-
tion at all between “morality” and “ethics.” She considers the two terms to
be synonymous in meaning, and she has a positive attitude toward both.
It is true that she objects to “moralism” or simplistic “moralizing,” but that
is not the same as objecting to “morality” itself, properly understood.

Elsewhere, however, like Hegel and Habermas, although not in exactly
the same way, Le Guin does draw a sharp conceptual distinction between
the concept of “ethics” and that of “morality.” According to this distinction,
as Le Guin understands it, the concept of ethics is associated with a “set of
rules or rational theories” relating to a certain framework of duties or obli-
gations. It is, in short, associated with the “moral point of view,” and the
traditional way of thinking about morality discussed earlier in this chapter.
The concept of morality on the other hand, Le Guin tells us, “refers to char-
acter, to the person” (my emphasis). From the standpoint of morality” a
“moral choice” is “an act performed by one person” in a particular situation
at a particular time, an act which “may or may not conform to law,” (my
emphasis)40 and which, therefore, may or may not be ethical.

Le Guin has a tendency to associate the notion of ethics with the empire
of “reason,” with rules or laws, with coercion, and with patriarchal au-
thority. On those occasions when she does distinguish between ethics and
morality, therefore, because she is an anarchist, she is critical of “ethics”
and the ethical attitude of mind. On the other hand, she is much more
positive about “morality” and moral conduct, which she tends to associ-
ate with the absence of coercion and respect for individual moral choice,
or individual conscience. She also suggests on occasion that, in contrast to
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ethics, the idea of morality is associated with that of the “feminine” and
with that of “care,” in the sense in which that notion is understood in the
writings of Carol Gilligan.41 On the occasions when Le Guin does distin-
guish between the notions of ethics and morality, she calls for a “new
morality” which will in some way transcend the limitations of ethics, as
this has traditionally been understood. She suggests that this proposed
new way of thinking about morality would be different from the tradi-
tional account of “the moral point of view” presented earlier.

As we have seen, for Le Guin this new morality would be associated with
the absence of coercion and with respect for conscience and individual
moral choice. What is not readily apparent, however, is whether Le Guin
also thinks that such a new morality would be associated with the absence
of all moral rules or laws—whether it would be a complete departure from
the traditional account of morality offered earlier. The problem here is that
it is not entirely clear whether Le Guin thinks that moral rules or laws are
necessarily coercive. Sometimes she suggests that she thinks that they are,
as when she distinguishes ethics and morality. Elsewhere, however, when
she does not make this distinction, she indicates that she does not think this
at all. Moreover, given Le Guin’s rejection of nihilism and her commitment
to a certain kind of moral anarchism, one would expect Le Guin not to think
this. One would expect her to acknowledge not only that noncoercive moral
rules are possible, but also that such rules are a necessary precondition for
the existence of any society based on anarchist principles.

With her enthusiasm for “morality” as opposed to “ethics,” and for “char-
acter” rather than moral rules, on those occasions when Le Guin does make
a clear distinction between “morality” and “ethics” her thinking has a strik-
ing similarity to what is today referred to as “virtue ethics,” as this is to be
found in the writings of Alasdair MacIntyre.42 For example, when discussing
fairy tales Le Guin rejects what she describes as “simplistic moralism”43 (my
emphasis) and maintains that in traditional “fairy tales” there is no obvious
“right” and “wrong.”44 “Evil,” she says, “appears in the fairy tale not as
something diametrically opposed to good, but as inextricably involved with
it, as in the Yang-Yin symbol. Neither is greater than the other, nor can hu-
man reason and virtue separate one from the other and choose between
them” (my emphasis).45 In this situation it is the hero or heroine who, she
says, “sees what is appropriate to be done, because he or she sees the whole,
which is greater than either evil or good. Their heroism is, in fact, their cer-
tainty. They do not act by rules; they simply know the way to go” (my em-
phasis).46 Despite the different terminology employed, the affinity here be-
tween Le Guin’s understanding of “morality” and that of “virtue ethics” as
MacIntyre understands it is really quite striking.47

On the other hand, however, it would, I think, be an exaggeration to ar-
gue that what Le Guin refers to as “morality,” attaches no importance at
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all to moral rules. Nor in consequence would it be correct to argue that her
moral vision is identical with that of MacIntyre’s version of “virtue
ethics.” For it seems that what Le Guin has in mind, and what she really
objects to in the outlook which she describes as “ethical,” is the idea that
there is a catechism of such rules which, in any given situation, might be
inflexibly or mechanically applied, so as to give an obviously “correct” re-
sult, or the “right answer,” to the question of where an individual moral
agent’s duty lies. She rejects the idea that there is a manual of ethics which
will tell the individual in question what it is that he or she ought to do be-
cause that is what anyone, and, therefore, everyone, ought to do in such sit-
uations. This way of thinking is, she rightly claims, far too simplistic and
could never do justice to the complexities of the moral dilemmas which
lie at the heart of human existence.48 It takes away from individuals the
moral responsibility for deciding for themselves, in the light of their own
consciences, what they ought to do in any given situation. But this is not
at all the same thing as saying, of course, that there are no moral rules at
all which might serve as a guide to individuals when making such deci-
sions. All it means is that the rules in question must be applied sensitively,
having due regard for the circumstances of the particular case. This idea
is, of course, a very old one. It is closely associated with the philosophy of
Aristotle, and with what Aristotle refers to in the Nicomachean Ethics as
“phronesis” or “practical wisdom”—something which can come to us only
after we have undergone a process of education and have cultivated a cer-
tain maturity in our moral outlook, or when a certain level of the devel-
opment of our “character” has been achieved.49

We should not, therefore, make too stark a contrast between a moral
outlook which attaches importance to character and an ethical outlook
which attaches importance to rules. It would indeed be a strange kind of
morality which attached exclusive importance to character and none at all
to rules, just as it would be a strange kind of ethics which attached exclu-
sive importance to rules and none at all to character. For the former would
evaluate individuals by focusing entirely on the issue of their motivation,
without paying any attention at all to what they actually did; whereas the
latter would evaluate them on the basis of their deeds alone, and would
attach no importance at all to their motives or their character. Nor do I
think that Le Guin does make the mistake of drawing too sharp a distinc-
tion between the moral and the ethical in this way. For despite her enthu-
siasm for a morality of character and her antipathy toward an ethics of
rules in the essay cited above, it seems evident that Le Guin does attach
importance to moral rules. In short for Le Guin, as for Hegel and Haber-
mas, the standpoint of “ethics” and that of “morality” should not be
thought of as standing in direct opposition to one another. It would be
more accurate to think of them as mutually supplementing one another.
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Once again, this is a situation which calls not for an “either-or” choice be-
tween these two different modes of thought, but for some kind of theo-
retical synthesis based on the principle of “both-and.” It requires the di-
alectical outlook which we find in the writings of both Hegel and
Habermas which deal with this issue.

Le Guin’s unwillingness to think about moral conduct as having to do
entirely with questions of motivation and character is made very clear in
The Dispossessed, where Shevek says, speaking of the society on Anarres,
“We have no law, but the single principle of mutual aid between individ-
uals” (my emphasis).50 In my opinion Le Guin’s use of the word “but” in
this sentence is of the utmost significance. It indicates that, in her view,
even an “anarchist society” (given that for Le Guin this notion is not a
self-contradictory one) must be associated with the notion of law in at
least one sense of the term. This is the one law, the moral law, which
Shevek follows in all of his dealings with others—the principle of equity,
reciprocity, or reciprocal freedom.51 According to Le Guin it is this one
moral law of reciprocal freedom which, in an anarchist society, would be
voluntarily obeyed by all individuals in the absence of repression and co-
ercion. Thus for Le Guin anarchism is associated with a moral attitude
which is not opposed to the notions of “law” or “order” per se, but only to
coercive law and to coercive order. It is for this reason, of course, that Le
Guin is a social anarchist and not a nihilist.

It is arguable that despite her occasional flirtation with the idea of a
“virtue ethics” in Alasdair MacIntyre’s sense, or in her terms a “morality”
without rules, Le Guin’s moral vision actually has a good deal in common
with what is usually referred to as “deontological” ethics. This means
that, so far as the various perspectives discussed by moral philosophers
are concerned, her views have a certain affinity with those of Kant. Al-
though Kant is not, of course, the only ethical deontologist and, as we
have seen, Le Guin is critical of certain aspects of the kind of moral the-
ory which is often attributed to Kant. In particular, Le Guin is critical of
any moral theory which maintains that acting “morally” is solely a mat-
ter of following moral rules “mechanically,” or “doing the right thing,”
and has nothing at all to do with “virtue,” or the “character” of the indi-
vidual moral agent.

Moreover, as is made very clear in her short story “The Ones Who
Walked Away from Omelas,” and like all ethical deontologists, Le Guin is
also of the opinion that there are certain actions or modes of conduct (for
example the torture of an innocent) which are intrinsically wrong and
which could never be justified no matter what the circumstances within
which they are performed are, and no matter what the consequences of
performing them might be.52 In this respect, despite their disagreement
about other issues, Le Guin’s views are much the same as those of Dosto-

194 Chapter 7



evsky. Both Lyman Tower Sargent and George Kateb have observed that
the question of whether torturing an innocent might in certain circum-
stances be morally justified, which Le Guin writes about in “The Ones
Who Walked Away from Omelas,” is also dealt with by Dostoevsky in The
Brothers Karamazov. At one point, for example, Ivan Karamazov asks his
brother Alyosha the following question: “Imagine that you are creating a
fabric of human destiny with the object of making men happy in the end,
giving them peace and rest at last, but that it was essential and inevitable
to torture to death only one tiny creature . . . and to found that edifice on
its unavenged tears, would you consent to be the architect of those con-
ditions?” Like Dostoevsky/Alyosha, Le Guin’s answer to this question is
a decisive “No!”53

This suggests that Le Guin might well have had Dostoevsky in mind
when she was inspired to write this story. It would appear, however, that
this is not the case. For in her introductory remarks to “The Ones Who
Walked Away from Omelas,” Le Guin points out that although she had
read Dostoevsky many years before, nevertheless when she wrote her
own story she had entirely forgotten about this particular episode. Ac-
cording to Le Guin, the immediate source of inspiration for her own treat-
ment of this issue was in fact the writings of William James.54 It is, I think,
somewhat ironic that despite her efforts to distance herself from Dosto-
evsky, who she considers to be a “violent reactionary,” here as elsewhere
Le Guin does not quite succeed in doing so. Her critique of “ethical con-
sequentialism,” in this its “utilitarian” version, is a case in point, but there
are other examples also.

Although an emphasis on the importance of moral rules is not by any
means absent from Le Guin’s moral vision, nevertheless it remains true
that Le Guin does attach a great deal of importance to “character” so far as
questions of morality are concerned, just as she does in the sphere of aes-
thetics and literature. For example, when writing about Stanislaw Lem’s
The Invincible, Le Guin maintains that at the end of the book neither “re-
ward nor punishment ensues” for its central character Rohan. Rather, “all
that we,” the readers and Rohan “have learned is something about him-
self.”55 In my view this idea also has an application to Le Guin’s own
work. Indeed, it lies at the heart of her fantasy literature. More to the point
however, in the present context, it is also central to The Dispossessed. At
one point in the novel, for instance, Le Guin suggests that an anarchist so-
ciety would require people who possess a certain type of “character.”
Such people might be said to be “free spirits.” For “you cannot buy the
Revolution. You cannot make the Revolution. You can only be the Revo-
lution. It is in your spirit or it is nowhere.”56

James Bittner has claimed that The Dispossessed “is at bottom a book on
ethics.”57 There is much truth in this remark. However, given the fact that
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Le Guin does at times make a clear distinction between the notion of
“ethics” and that of “morality,” and that she actually disapproves of the
attitude which she associates with the former, it would be more accurate
to say that she is a “moralist” rather than an “ethicist,” and that in conse-
quence The Dispossessed is best thought of as a book which deals with
problems of morality rather than problems of ethics, as Le Guin under-
stands these terms. It must be said, however, that from the standpoint of
the history of moral philosophy it would have been much better, and
more accurate, if Le Guin had chosen to use the word “morality” to cap-
ture what she means by the word “ethics,” and vice versa. For the negative
associations which the notion of “ethics” has in Le Guin’s mind are much
the same as those which are often associated with that of “morality,”
whilst the positive associations which Le Guin associates with the notion
of morality are, in contrast, often associated with that of ethics.

LE GUIN, EXISTENTIALISM, AND SITUATION ETHICS

It is worth comparing Le Guin’s views on morality with the existentialist
philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, both of whom seem to have been influ-
enced, albeit in different ways, by an engagement with ideas first pre-
sented in the writings of Dostoevsky and Nietzsche. Here we must dis-
tinguish between the views expressed by Sartre in Being and Nothingness
and those which he develops in his later essay Existentialism and Human-
ism. Le Guin rejects the approach to ethics which Sartre adopts in the first
of these texts. A good case could be made out, however, for the view that
she endorses the views which Sartre puts forward in the second. In the
earlier of these two works Sartre suggests that there is nothing more im-
portant to each individual than his or her own freedom. Like Nietzsche,
Sartre associates the freedom of the individual with the life of that indi-
vidual, understood as a free being. However, like Dostoevsky’s Kirilov,
Sartre thinks that moral duties act as an unwelcome constraint on that
freedom. There is, therefore, a strong flavor of moral nihilism in the writ-
ings of the early Sartre, especially in Being and Nothingness.58 This is some-
thing which Le Guin rejects, for the same reason that she rejects the argu-
ments of Kirilov in The Possessed.

In the later Existentialism and Humanism, however, Sartre moves away
from this nihilist position. He attempts to develop a new way of thinking
about questions of ethics of his own, which is sometimes referred to as
“situation ethics.”59 Le Guin’s views are strikingly similar to those ad-
vanced by Sartre in this later work, provided these are properly under-
stood. This “situation ethics” is often wrongly characterized as being an
ethics without moral rules. John Mander, for example, cites the remarks
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made by a character in one of Sartre’s plays who “cries out,” obviously,
Mander argues, “with his author’s full approval,” that “‘there are no
rules!’”60 And there is at least some evidence in Sartre’s Existentialism and
Humanism which appears at least to support this view. At one point, for
example, Sartre claims there that “no rule of general morality can show
you what you ought to do” in any situation, as “no signs are vouchsafed
in this world.”61

Nevertheless, in my opinion, Mander’s characterization of Sartre’s views
on ethics is not accurate. For elsewhere in the same text Sartre argues, not
that there are no moral rules at all which can guide us, but rather that al-
though such rules do undeniably exist they are far “too abstract to determine
the particular, concrete case under consideration” (my emphasis) in any given
ethical situation.62 For example, Sartre notes, “Christian doctrine” says that
one ought to “act with charity, love your neighbour, deny yourself for oth-
ers, choose the way which is hardest, and so forth.” But, Sartre continues,
“which is the harder road? To whom does one owe the more brotherly love,
the patriot or the mother?”63 The fundamental point which Sartre makes in
this text, then, is not so much that there are no moral rules at all which we
ought to follow but, rather, that these rules are relatively “unhelpful” pre-
cisely because they possess an abstract or a formal character. As Sartre him-
self puts it, although “a certain form” of morality is indeed universal, never-
theless “the content of morality is variable” (my emphasis).64 This leads Sartre
to criticize the moral philosophy of Kant, in particular. For Kant, he main-
tains, “thinks that the formal and the universal suffice for the constitution of
a morality” (my emphasis).65 Against Kant, Sartre argues that “principles
that are too abstract,” such as Kant’s famous “Categorical Imperative,”
break down “when we come to defining action.”66 Thus in the case of the of-
ten discussed example of the moral “situation” of a student who has to
choose between caring for his mother and joining the resistance, Sartre asks
“by what authority, in the name of what golden rule of morality, do you
think he could have decided, in perfect peace of mind, either to abandon his
mother or to remain with her? There are no means of judging.” The moral
“content” of this situation, Sartre insists, is “always concrete, and therefore
unpredictable.” It has “always to be invented.”67

For the later Sartre, then, existentialist or situation ethics is not an
ethics without rules. On the contrary, it is an ethic which does have
rules, or at least one “golden rule,” which in Sartre’s words is the princi-
ple that as a free individual “I am obliged to will the liberty of others at
the same time as mine.” I cannot, Sartre argues, “make liberty my aim
unless I make that of others equally my aim.” Consequently, when I
recognise that man is a “free being who cannot, in any circumstances,
but will his freedom,” at the same time I must also “realize that I cannot
not will the freedom of others.”68 Sartre insists, however, that this one
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moral rule cannot be applied mechanically. In his view, individuals
should be left free to interpret and apply this one rule for themselves de-
pending on the circumstances of the particular moral situation within
which they find themselves at any given time.

This way of thinking about ethics was also later endorsed by Simone de
Beauvoir, in a work significantly entitled The Ethics of Ambiguity.69 The
reader will recall that the subtitle of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is An Am-
biguous Utopia. In this work, de Beauvoir argues that “morality resides in
the painfulness of an indefinite questioning.” It will, she concedes, be said
of this approach to morality “that these considerations remain quite ab-
stract” (my emphasis). For in any given moral situation we must always
ask ourselves “What must be done, practically? Which action is good?
Which is bad?” According to de Beauvoir, however, even “to ask such a
question” is to “fall into a naïve abstraction,” as ethics “does not furnish
recipes any more than do science or art.” There must, therefore, de Beau-
voir argues, always “be a trial and decision in each case” (my emphasis). It
is obvious that the moral outlook defended by de Beauvoir in this work
resembles very closely that of Sartre’s Existentialism and Humanism. For
present purposes there are two things about this work of de Beauvoir
which are especially interesting. The first of these is the fact that its title
resonates so closely with the sub-title of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. The
second is that, for de Beauvoir as for Sartre, situation ethics is not an ethics
which attaches no importance at all to moral rules. It is, rather, an ap-
proach to ethics which recognizes the limited value of moral rules for an
individual moral agent who, in a given situation, is trying to decide, per-
haps not so much what generally ought to be done in that situation, but
rather what it is that she or he in particular ought to do.

If we take the notion of “ambiguity” here, understood specifically in the
ethical sense in which Sartre and de Beauvoir understand it, then it is ev-
ident that anyone who holds such views about ethics would find it diffi-
cult, indeed impossible, to be either a utopian thinker or a utopian writer
in the commonly accepted sense of these terms. For utopian thought and
literature in that sense is associated with a form of moral and political ra-
tionalism which is different from, and indeed alien to, the type of reason-
ing associated with situation ethics. Utopian moral reasoning is not usu-
ally thought of as recognizing the complexity, indeed irresolvability, of the
ethical dilemmas which lie at the heart of human existence; the sheer ir-
reducibility of complex moral problems and their resistance to any at-
tempt to provide them with a “rational” solution. It is a form of reasoning
which fails to appreciate how moral problems of this kind defiantly resist
the efforts of those who, when addressing them, assume from the outset
that there must be just one objectively “correct” answer to the questions
which they pose.
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LE GUIN, POSTMODERN ETHICS, AND SCIENCE FICTION

Because of the profound influence of the philosophy of Nietzsche on
French philosophy and social theory in the second half of the twentieth
century,70 and because the traditional reading of Nietzsche presents him
as a nihilist or an “immoralist,” it has in the past been assumed that there
could not be any such thing as a positive “postmodern ethics.” Postmod-
ern thinkers can have no interest in developing an ethical system of their
own. Their interest in ethics could only be a sociological one. On this un-
derstanding, although postmodernists can and do talk about ethics, they
do not themselves make ethical judgments. Rather, they “debunk” ethical
judgments by associating them with disguised self-interest and with an
attempted rhetorical manipulation of others. Their approach to questions
of ethics is, therefore, a “negative” or “destructive” one. We have already
seen that although Le Guin is familiar with such ideas, and even incorpo-
rates them into The Dispossessed, where voice is given to them by the fe-
male character Vea, nevertheless there is good reason to suppose that Le
Guin herself rejects them. Le Guin is a “moralist” through and through,
and if she is an anarchist she is certainly not an anarchist of this kind.

In the last ten years or so this first understanding of the postmodern
attitude toward ethics has been challenged, notably by Zygmund Bau-
man and Simon Critchley, who argue that the basis for a constructive
postmodern ethics is to be found in the writings of Emmanuel Levinas
and Jacques Derrida.71 In order to clarify whether Le Guin’s approach to
ethics is that of postmodernism of this second kind it is fruitful to com-
pare her views with those of Levinas72 and Derrida,73 who I shall take to
be exemplars of what has come to be called “poststructuralist” or “post-
modern” ethics. To see what is supposed to be distinctive about this al-
legedly new way of thinking about ethics, one which is claimed to be ap-
propriate for the postmodern era, we must compare it with the
traditional account of ethics outlined above, for it is intended to be a cri-
tique of that account.

As we have seen, according to the traditional account it is legitimate
to talk about such a thing as the moral point of view, which is assumed to
be the same in all societies and cultures everywhere. Those who wish to
act “morally” in relation to “others,” whether these others are members
of their own society or culture, or whether they are from a different so-
ciety and culture, most consider the situation in which they find them-
selves from this point of view. It is obvious that this traditional account
of what is involved in acting morally relies on the assumption that the
moral agents who are making decisions of this kind and the “others”
who stand in an ethical relationship with them are equals in at least some
morally relevant respects. For the basic principle which underpins all
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morality and law, just as it underpins all logical reasoning, is that of
“consistency,” that “equals are to be treated equally,” provided their cir-
cumstances are relevantly similar. On this view the moral agents in-
volved share certain characteristic features, their common possession of
which makes it possible for the same general principles, or moral rules,
to apply impartially to them all. It is these shared characteristics which
bind all concerned together as members of the same moral community
who participate in the same system of law—whether this be the polis of
Plato and Aristotle or the cosmopolis of Kant and the Stoics. In short, for
this way of thinking about ethics to “work” it has to be the case that al-
though those involved might be in certain respects different from one
another, they cannot be different from one another in all respects. They
cannot be completely different from one another. For if they were then
they could not possibly share the same system of law or be members of
the same moral community. If the notion of that which is “other” has an
important part to play here, then, nevertheless this other is not, and
could not be, something which is absolutely other. Any presumption of
absolute otherness would undermine this traditional way of thinking
about ethics completely.

However, it is precisely such a presumption that “the Other” is an en-
tity which is absolutely different which lies at the heart of contemporary
poststructuralism/postmodernism, so far as it has a bearing on ques-
tions of ethics. Given this presumption, there are only two lines of rea-
soning which postmodern philosophers could possibly adopt in relation
to ethical problems. The first involves arguing that in practice, precisely
because of the presumption of absolute otherness, it follows that ethical
life in the traditional sense is impossible. Those who argue in this way
reject completely “the moral point of view” and, like the character Cal-
licles in Plato’s Gorgias and his follower Nietzsche (at least on one read-
ing), become nihilists or “immoralists.”74 Paradoxically, however, al-
though they reject the traditional understanding of ethics in practice,
those who argue in this way might nevertheless be said to accept it
in theory. For what they do not do is attempt to provide an alternative
way of thinking about ethics based on different assumptions. This is the
attitude of negative or destructive postmodernism. It is the approach to
ethics which, until recently, has been associated with poststructuralism,
largely because of the influence of the philosophy of Nietzsche in France
at the end of the last century.75

The second response shares with the first the view that, precisely be-
cause of the presumption of absolute otherness, ethical life in the tradi-
tional sense is not possible. Those who respond in this way, however, also
reject nihilism and immoralism. Instead they attempt to develop a new
way of grounding ethical relationships which does not make the allegedly

200 Chapter 7



out-moded assumptions of the traditional account. This is the attitude of
positive or constructive postmodernism. Following a lead provided by
Emmanuel Levinas and Jacques Derrida, advocates of this new approach,
such as Zygmund Bauman and Simon Critchley, maintain that the basic
insight of such a postmodern ethics is that moral agents should be
thought of as standing in an ethical relationship to something which is
“other,” not despite the differences which exist between them, but pre-
cisely because of these differences. This kind of ethics, therefore, involves
the celebration of difference. It is this which distinguishes this new kind of
ethics, in the postmodern age, from the traditional way of thinking about
ethics presented earlier.

As an example of this attitude we may consider further the views of
Emmanuel Levinas, whose approach to ethics is based on the notion of
“absolute alterity,” “absolute otherness,” or “absolute difference.” For
Levinas others are unique “individuals” who must be valued as such. We
must value others because they are “infinitely transcendent, infinitely for-
eign” to us. Levinas maintains, then, that we must value others not despite
the differences which exist between ourselves and them, or because we
are in some respects “the same,” but precisely because of those differ-
ences.76 It is obvious that this is a way of thinking about ethics which can
have no place for moral “rules” or “laws.” As Andrew Gibson has noted,
an ethics of this kind “can have nothing to do with any transcendental
sanction, any abstract principles or rules.”77 This is so because, as we have
seen, an ethics of rules is based on the principle that one ought to “treat
like cases alike.” But for Levinas no two cases, no two individual moral
agents, and no two ethical situations will ever be exactly or even suffi-
ciently “alike” for any moral rule to apply to both of them.78

This aspect of Levinas’s thought has been well captured by Hilary Put-
nam who has drawn an interesting contrast between Levinas’s outlook
and that of Kant. Putnam argues that Levinas’s ethics is “very far from
Kant.” This is so because for Kant “ethics is fundamentally a matter of
principles and of reason,” whereas for Levinas, “the indispensable expe-
rience is the experience of responding to another person, where neither
the other person nor my response are seen at that crucial moment as in-
stances of universals.” The “other,” for Levinas, “is not an instance of any
abstraction, not even ‘humanity.’” Consequently, my ethical response to
another “is not an instance of an abstract rule, not even the categorical im-
perative.” It is simply a matter of “doing what I am ‘called on’ to do then
and there,” in the situation in which I find myself. For Levinas then, Put-
nam concludes, “one must respect the ‘alterity’ of the other, the other’s
manifold difference.”79

Putnam rightly observes that Levinas “stresses the asymmetry of the
fundamental moral relation” (my emphasis). One consequence of this
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asymmetry is that ethical relationships cannot be grounded on the princi-
ple of equity or reciprocity, as the traditional understanding of ethics in-
herited by Kant maintains. As Putnam puts it, Levinas insists that ethics
must come “before reciprocity.” On this view, “to seek to base ethics on
reciprocity,” as the traditional approach does, is once again “to seek to
base it on the illusory ‘sameness’ of the other person,” an alleged “same-
ness” which according to Levinas does not in fact exist.80 My ethical rela-
tionship to the “other” is, therefore, to employ a phrase of Simon Critch-
ley’s, one which is “infinitely demanding.”81 It is a relationship within
which I might be said to have “duties” but no corresponding rights. In ef-
fect, as Robert Bernasconi has noted, Levinas transforms those duties
which moral philosophers usually refer to as “superogatory” into the nor-
mal duties of everyday ethical life.82 It is clear, however, that the “duties”
in question, if they exist at all, must be of a very unusual and nontradi-
tional kind, precisely because they are not associated with any correlative
rights, and are not defined by any moral rule or law.

The issues discussed by both of the above mentioned strands of post-
structuralist thought in relation to ethics have found their way into the
writings of those who have an interest in philosophy, politics, and litera-
ture.83 In the case of the second strand, for example, Hilary Putnam has
noted that if one asks the question “Why act morally?” then “ninety nine
times out of a hundred the answer you will be given is ‘Because the other
is fundamentally the same as you.’” According to Putnam, however, “the
limitations of such a ‘grounding’ of ethics only have to be mentioned to
become obvious.” Following Levinas, Putnam has argued that “the dan-
ger in grounding ethics in the idea that we are all ‘fundamentally the
same’ is that a door is opened for a Holocaust.” This is so because “one
only has to believe that some people are not ‘really’ the same to destroy all
the force of such a grounding.” Somewhat surprisingly, and in my view
wrongly, the writings of Le Guin being a case in point, Putnam argues that
“every good novelist rubs our noses in the extent of human dissimilarity,
and many novels pose the question ‘If you really knew what other people
were like, could you feel sympathy with them at all?’”84

An interest in issues of this kind is evidently not unique to the genre of
science fiction. However, we do also find these issues being dealt with by
science fiction writers. Nor is this too surprising. For works of science fic-
tion are, of course, traditionally thought to have as one of their core
themes the relationship in which a particular subject subjects stands to
something (some “thing”) which at first sight appears to be (and may in-
deed actually be) entirely “alien” or “other.” To some extent, therefore, the
concerns of those philosophers who have been influenced by poststruc-
turalism (whether or not they are associated with the recent effort to de-
velop a new constructive approach to ethics) and those authors who have
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contributed to the development of the new subgenre of “postmodern sci-
ence fiction” have been one and the same.85

Now let us turn to consider Le Guin’s views on ethics and, in particu-
lar, the way in which her science fiction deals with what postmodernists
refer to as the problem of “the Other,” in the light of the above.86 Thomas
J. Remington has maintained, in relation to Le Guin’s Planet of Exile, that
the novel’s two main characters Jakob and Rolery are “bound together”
ethically precisely “because of their differences, and not in spite of them”
(my emphasis).87 According to Remington, this is important for under-
standing Le Guin’s moral outlook. For in Le Guin’s vision “differences in
human relationships are not to be ignored or minimized.” Rather, they
“should be embraced and cherished,” presumably, in Remington’s view,
for their own sake.88 This assessment seems to me to be leading in the di-
rection of a Levinasian or poststructuralist reading of Le Guin’s moral
outlook. However, in my view, such a reading overlooks the significance
which Le Guin attaches to the notions of identity, sameness, and indeed
equality for those making moral judgments in any given situation.

For example, the entire thrust of Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness is
to invite her male readers to engage in the moral equivalent of a
“thought experiment” in physics, an experiment which involves putting
themselves in the situation of “others” (women) who, although they are
in certain respects different from themselves (biologically), are neverthe-
less, in other important respects, assumed by Le Guin to be “the same”
as themselves (as human beings). But if there were no similarities at all
between men and women, as in the situation envisaged by Levinas, then
the thought experiment in question, and the kind of moral reasoning as-
sociated with it, could not possibly do its work. This is not at all to sug-
gest that Le Guin does not value the principle of “difference.” All I am
claiming is that, unlike Levinas and contemporary postmodern ethics,
she does not attach exclusive importance to that principle. Indeed, like
Hegel, Le Guin values identity and difference, and suggests that these
two principles complement rather than conflict with one another. Both
principles, therefore, have an important part to play in Le Guin’s anar-
chist moral vision.

I pointed out earlier that the fundamental principle which underpins
Le Guin’s ethical outlook is the assumption, which she considers to be
“essential,” that “we” human beings “are not objects” but “subjects.”
Hence, “whoever among us treats us as objects is acting inhumanly,
wrongly, against nature.”89 In an essay significantly entitled “American
SF and the Other,” and in words which might have had postmodern
ethics directly in mind, Le Guin insists that “if you deny any affinity
with another person or kind of person, if you declare it to be wholly dif-
ferent from yourself” then you inevitably deny its “spiritual equality”
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and hence also its “human reality.” In her view it is not actually possi-
ble for human beings to stand in an ethical relationship with something
which is totally different from themselves. Indeed, rightly or wrongly,
she argues that “the only possible relationship” they could have with an
“other” thought of in this way is a “power relationship” and not an eth-
ical one.90 Unlike Levinas, then, Le Guin thinks that the outcome of any
argument that “others” are so different from ourselves as to be consid-
ered entirely “alien” would be, not a rethinking of what is meant by
“ethics,” or a regrounding of the basis upon which moral status is
granted to that which is different. Rather, in the manner of Robert Hein-
lein’s Starship Troopers, such an argument would lead (it is not clear
whether Le Guin thinks that this is inevitable) to a denial that an “other”
who is thought of in this way, in this case Heinlein’s “bugs,” could have
any moral standing at all.91

In my view, then, both insofar as she is an anarchist and insofar as she
is a novelist, Le Guin’s moral vision is definitely not “postmodern.” In-
deed, it is much closer in certain respects to that of Rousseau, Kant, Hegel
and arguably Marx than it is to that of Levinas and Derrida. Moreover, as
in the case of Le Guin’s views on science, it is also much closer to the clas-
sical anarchism of the nineteenth century than it is to the “postmodern an-
archism” of today. This is especially evident if we compare the views of
Le Guin with those of Bakunin. According to Bakunin, liberty “is a fea-
ture, not of isolation but of interaction, not of exclusion but rather of con-
nection.” For “the liberty of any individual is nothing more or less than
the reflection of his humanity and his human rights in the awareness of
all free men – his brothers, his equals.” I am, Bakunin continues, “human
and free only to the extent that I acknowledge the humanity and liberty of
all my fellows.” For “it is only by respecting their human character that I
respect my own.” When, for example, “a cannibal treats his prisoner like
an animal, he himself is not a man but an animal.” Most tellingly of all,
however, Bakunin concludes, in words which echo quite forcefully those
of Le Guin cited earlier, and which also fall within that tradition which
runs from Rousseau, through Kant to Hegel and beyond, that “a slave
master is not a man but a master.” Thus, by “ignoring his slave’s human-
ity, he ignores his own.”92

We may conclude from this that Le Guin does not write works of post-
modern science fiction. This is very clear, for example, in the case of The
Left Hand of Darkness. There Le Guin is concerned with exploring the eth-
ical issues generated by the problem of “the other.” This “other,” however,
is not by any means the absolute “other” associated with poststructuralist
philosophy. Indeed, the moral outlook which informs this novel, as it does
all of Le Guin’s work, is precisely the traditional one outlined earlier. Al-
though I am not entirely happy with the employment of temporal cate-
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gories as a way of categorizing Le Guin’s beliefs, we might provisionally
state that her basic mind-set is what is often referred to (rightly or
wrongly) as that of a “modernist” rather than a “postmodernist.” If one
wishes to call this traditional way of thinking about ethics (as for example
it is to be found in the writings of Kant and his followers) “modern” then
this implies that Le Guin is best thought of once again as a “modern” and
not a “postmodern” thinker and writer. It is for this reason that some of
Le Guin’s critics have questioned the theoretical assumptions upon which
Le Guin’s commitment to feminism is based. In particular they have ob-
jected to her endorsement of the principle of essentialist humanism, and
to her suggestion that it is not possible for us to celebrate “difference”
along Levinasian lines because we are unable to relate ethically to some-
thing which is absolutely “other” to ourselves.93

Le Guin has been criticized on more than one occasion precisely because
she does not write science fiction of this kind. As an example of this type of
criticism we may consider the views of Carol McGuirk.94 Following Stanis-
law Lem, McGuirk criticizes Le Guin’s way of dealing with the problem of
“the other” in science fiction for being anthropocentric. She maintains that in
Le Guin’s science fiction “there is no true ‘other’ because “all intelligent life
has a common origin and a common humanity.”95 For Le Guin, therefore,
“otherness” is always merely apparent and never real. Although a concern
with the problem of ‘the other’ is a central concern in Le Guin’s fiction, nev-
ertheless “the final message always seems to involve the ultimate bridgeabil-
ity of difference” (my emphasis).96 For this reason McGuirk maintains that
Le Guin’s outlook is basically an “optimistic” one. As McGuirk puts it, “Le
Guin’s vision of the alien works in a more optimistic direction, seeing be-
yond apparent ‘otherness’ to a connectedness—she sometimes calls it ‘hu-
man solidarity’—that goes beneath and beyond apparent difference” (my
emphasis).97 Because Le Guin is intent on “denying the ineluctable differ-
ence of the truly alien” (my emphasis) she ensures that a central feature of
the “heroic behaviour” of all of her central characters is precisely “a refusal
to be alien-ated.” Le Guin’s heroes “insist on the negotiable status of differ-
ence.” McGuirk maintains that the plot lines of both of The Dispossessed and
The Left Hand of Darkness involve a “successful negotiation” of this kind.
Above all, the universe which is depicted in Le Guin’s writings is an ethical
one, “designed to provide a setting for the drama of human choice.”98 Ac-
cording to McGuirk, then, Stanislaw Lem’s critique of American science fic-
tion generally “does suggest a troubling limitation” if it is applied specifi-
cally to the work of Le Guin. It indicates a definite weakness in Le Guin’s
“vision,” namely an “optimism that too easily tames the universe by deny-
ing its perilous otherness.”99

McGuirk thinks that the assumptions which lie behind Le Guin’s writ-
ing are traditional, tame, “liberal,” “pacifistic,” and over “optimistic,” rather
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than being truly radical or “subversive.”100 It is not always clear when
McGuirk uses this last term whether she has in mind questions of ethics
and politics on the one hand or questions of aesthetics on the other. In par-
ticular, McGuirk strongly objects to Le Guin’s humanism, a doctrine which
in her view is tainted by its associations with the principle of “essential-
ism.” “The real limit to subversion in Le Guin,” she maintains, is “her ten-
dency to an unexamined humanism.”101 According to McGuirk, it is Le
Guin’s commitment to humanism which is the source of all of the weak-
nesses, both aesthetic as well as political, which can be found in her science
fiction. To be more specific, McGuirk claims that Le Guin’s universe only
“achieves its balance and coherence through a diminished emphasis,” not
on the unknown but on “the unknowable, the alien.”102 In McGuirk’s opin-
ion science fiction writers today ought to be far more ambitious than this.
For “with its potentially powerful imagery of voyages into the unknown
and encounters with the alien,” science fiction is “probably better designed
to subvert than to validate human-centered norms and values.”103

McGuirk argues that Le Guin’s science fiction is “content to dwell on
the knowable,” whilst “never striking into the heart of true darkness,”
which, again, is the realm not merely of the unknown but of the “un-
knowable.” For McGuirk this is a realm which might contain entities
which, precisely because they are truly alien and unknowable, are at least
potentially threatening to human beings. This is the possible world which
ought to be depicted by science fiction writers today, and it is not the
rather cozy and unthreatening world of Ursula Le Guin. Rather, it is a
“dark” world which “poses” what are “literally unimaginable dangers.”
In McGuirk’s opinion, the world depicted in Le Guin’s science fiction
lacks entirely “these dark intonations.” In consequence, Le Guin’s “hu-
man centered, progressive vision” all too easily degenerates into senti-
mentality.104

It is worth noting that, in the case of The Dispossessed, McGuirk connects
what she takes to be these limitations in Le Guin’s writing, so far she
might be thought of as contributing to the genre of science fiction, with
the fact that The Dispossessed is (in her judgment) a literary utopia. The
genre of utopian writing is no longer, she maintains, “the avant-garde lit-
erary form that it was in 1516.” Moreover, just like Le Guin’s science fic-
tion, it too is tainted with the outmoded assumptions of “enlightened hu-
manism.” It too presupposes not just the “reasonableness of human
nature” but also the “intelligibility of the cosmos,” a presupposition
which, once again, “detracts from some of the more powerfully subversive
symbolic possibilities of the science fiction genre” (my emphasis).105 For
McGuirk, like that of Le Guin, the style of writing associated with the tra-
ditional literary utopia is “inherently anthropocentric.” This is not, there-
fore, “a genre that encourages its practitioners to use all the symbolic ca-
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pacities of science fiction.”106 It is for this very reason that, as we have
seen, McGuirk maintains that because of their “emphasis on the innate ra-
tionality and altruism of human character,” the views of Odo, the founder
of the anarchist community on the planet Anarres in Le Guin’s The Dis-
possessed, “sound very much like” those of Thomas More, something
which in McGuirk’s opinion makes the society on Anarres a much “less
ambiguous utopia than the subtitle of The Dispossessed would suggest.”107

When she made these remarks McGuirk was talking about science fiction
in general. However, if we connect McGuirk’s views to the account pre-
sented earlier, then what they amount to is the claim that it is the fact that
Le Guin is a utopian writer which prevents her from being the author of
works of postmodern science fiction.

McGuirk’s essay on Le Guin indicates that, in her opinion, there are two
contrasting literary genres, each of which can be associated with a certain
cluster of descriptive labels. The first is that of utopian literature, which as
McGuirk suggests is traditionally humanistic, altruistic, rationalistic, opti-
mistic, moralistic, communitarian, pacifistic, and so on. This is a style of
writing which emphasizes all of the human character traits which utopian
writers have traditionally considered to be “good.” The second is its oppo-
site, avant garde science fiction, or what I have referred to as “postmodern
science fiction,” which McGuirk thinks is both aesthetically and politically
more “subversive” than the writing of Le Guin. As McGuirk appears to un-
derstand it, this second genre is the very opposite of the first, focusing as it
does on that about the absolutely “other” which might be potentially dan-
gerous or threatening to human beings. The list of terms which McGuirk
uses to describe this second type of fiction includes such words as “dan-
gerous,” “perilous,” and “dark.” Unlike utopian literature, then, the outlook
of those who write in this way, and that of the entities about which they
write, is not “liberal,” “humane” or “pacifistic,” and so on. However it is
obvious that the characteristic features which McGuirk associates with the
absolutely “other” are in fact human character traits. It is arguable, there-
fore, that despite her professed intentions, even McGuirk does not succeed
in distancing herself entirely from anthropocentrism.

In my view it is not possible to locate Le Guin’s fiction neatly into either
one or the other of these two categories. The first of these two forms of writ-
ing, associated with the principle of utopianism, does have a place in Le
Guin’s work. In The Dispossessed it might be associated with the anarchist
society on the planet Anarres. But, of course, to say this is to tell only one-
half of the story. Furthermore, contrary to McGuirk’s suggestion that Le
Guin is a utopian writer, the second kind of writing and the features asso-
ciated with it also have a place in The Dispossessed. They might be associated
with the social organization of the society on the planet Urras. Although, of
course, being “anarchic” in the “bad” sense, if they were developed to the
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extreme, these principles would be inimical to any form of social organi-
zation. Again, however, if we were to focus exclusively on this dimension
of Le Guin’s work, we would be telling only one-half of the story, the other
half. For The Dispossessed is a novel in the realist tradition and Le Guin’s
novelistic form of writing, at its best, attempts to steer a via-media between
these two extremes, or at least to give both of them their due. It seeks to
embrace both of these principles at the same time without rejecting either
of them. In particular, as we shall see, and notwithstanding McGuirk’s
criticism of her, Le Guin does not ignore altogether the “darker” side of
human nature, of human existence, or of the world generally. On the con-
trary, she is aware of it and seeks it incorporate it into her work. In my
view, then, McGuirk is wrong to suggest that Le Guin is straightforwardly
a writer who works within the utopian tradition. The Dispossessed is nei-
ther a work of utopian literature, nor a work of postmodern science fic-
tion, but a novel in the tradition of European realism. There is a sense,
therefore, in which Franz Rottensteiner is absolutely correct when he
claims that Le Guin’s “understanding of literature” is similar to that of the
great European novelists of the nineteenth century, though of course Rot-
tensteiner considers this to be a weakness rather than a strength in Le
Guin’s work. It is, he suggests, an attitude which is “more appropriate for
the nineteenth than the twentieth century” than it is for science fiction
writers today.108
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In this chapter I shall consider Le Guin’s “politics,” and specifically the
nature of her commitment to anarchism. As a preliminary it should be

noted that Le Guin does not make a clear distinction between the spheres
of “ethics” and “politics.” She writes from within a long-standing tradi-
tion, going back at least to the ancient Greeks, according to which ques-
tions of ethics are thought of as being at the same time also questions of
politics, and vice versa. From this standpoint, the notion of politics is un-
derstood in a very broad sense. As such it does not necessarily have any-
thing to do with the idea of the “state.” In my view this is one of the few
things which Le Guin’s outlook does have in common with poststruc-
turalism. I shall also compare Le Guin’s anarchism with that of Zamyatin.
For, as in the case of questions relating to the philosophy of science, so
also in the sphere of ethics and politics, I think such a comparison is fruit-
ful for anyone who wishes to understand the views of Le Guin.

ENDS AND MEANS IN ANARCHIST POLITICS

Le Guin’s rejection of the doctrine of ethical consequentialism implies
that, in her view, the principle that “the end justifies the means” can
have no place in politics, and certainly not in anarchist politics. In or-
der to clarify Le Guin’s views regarding this issue it is necessary to say
something more about the different types of anarchism.1 In what fol-
lows I shall do this by isolating four strands of anarchist thought and
relating them to the problem of “ends and means” in politics. I shall
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make no systematic attempt to address the question of whether this ac-
count of the various types of anarchism is factually accurate when com-
pared with the history of “actually existing anarchism.”2 The first of
these four forms of anarchism is identical with moral nihilism. As we
have seen, the philosophical source of inspiration for this kind of anar-
chism in modern times is the work of Stirner and Nietzsche. I have sug-
gested that Zamyatin is an anarchist in this sense.

The second form of anarchism is different from this. For it is a political
ideology, similar to other political ideologies. As such it is a certain way
of looking at the world associated with a definite conceptual vocabulary.
Most importantly, anarchists of this second type are not nihilists. On the
contrary, they might be said to be moralists, of a kind. They have a vision
of an ideal society, or at least of what they consider to be a better or
morally superior society. Politically speaking, therefore, they are commit-
ted to certain moral values, and they are committed to the pursuit of def-
inite goals or “ends.” This is something which they have in common with
utopian thinkers and writers.

Phillip Wegner says things which imply that he would place Zamyatin
in this second category and not, as I do, in the first. For example, Wegner
claims that in We Zamyatin’s intention is not to criticize the idea of utopia
generally, but specifically that of a “liberal utopia.”3 Hence Zamyatin did
have a utopian vision of his own, if only an implicit one. Wegner also
states that Zamyatin’s critique of this liberal utopia “was undertaken with
the ultimate aim of opening up the possibility of an alternative path along
which a different kind of reorganization of society might be accom-
plished.”4 For Wegner, then, We is a utopian and not a dystopian (in the
sense of being an “anti-utopian”) text. As such it does contain, at least im-
plicitly, a positive vision of an alternative society and hence, also, some
kind of moral or ethical ideal. Against this reading, my own view is that
it is more plausible to characterize We as being the anti-utopian work of
an anarchist who is a nihilistic “outsider” in Colin Wilson’s sense of that
term. Ernst Fischer’s characterization of Wilson seems to me to fit Zam-
yatin very well. According to Fischer, Wilson “calls upon his fellow-artist
to refuse to commit himself to anything, to free himself from the ‘curse’ of
all social obligations and try to dedicate himself solely to the redemption
of his own existential ‘I.’” In this manner, Wilson maintains, a “new anti-
humanist epoch” is to be “ushered in.”5 The echoes of Nietzsche’s philos-
ophy are clearly evident in Fischer’s portrayal of the views of Wilson, as
I think they can be discerned in the writings of Zamyatin.6

The views of anarchists of this second kind can be characterized by ref-
erence to the notions of ends and means. Their vision of an ideal or at least
a better society does constitute a definite moral end. However, anarchists
of this second type subscribe to the principle that “the end justifies the
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means.” Consequently, although they are willing to justify the ultimate
ends which they set for themselves on moral grounds, they do not feel
constrained by what might be referred to as the ordinary considerations
of morality when choosing the means which are to be used in order to
achieve those ends. Anarchists of this type, then, can be said to be dog-
matic, doctrinaire, and intolerant of the differing views of others, espe-
cially if this is a necessary means for the practical implementation of their
own political program. They always think that they are “in the right.”
They claim to possess a privileged insight into the “Truth” in questions of
ethics and politics, and are prepared to impose their views on others by
the use of violence if necessary. It is arguable that Bakunin is an anarchist
who falls into this second category.7

Anarchists of the third type reject both of these first two types of anar-
chism on moral grounds. They have no time at all for moral nihilism, and
hence for anarchism of the first kind. But they also reject the principle of
ethical consequentialism, and hence with it anarchism of the second kind.
They reject outright, therefore, the principle that “the end justifies the
means.” According to this third view, anarchism is not so much an ideol-
ogy, but more a “way of life.” Anarchism and anarchists in this third sense
profess to have no political objectives, goals, or ends at all. They are ori-
ented not toward the future, and the question of how we might then live,
but toward the present, and the question of how we ought to live now. So
much so that they claim that in ethics and politics ends do not matter at
all. All that is important are means. That is to say, they claim that life or
human existence does not actually have any end or goal. It is not where
one gets to in the end that matters. What matters is how one conducts
oneself during the process of getting wherever one is going. The outlook
associated with this form of anarchism is a moral one. It has a view of hu-
man nature according to which man is by nature a “moral being” or an
“ethical animal”; and it also, therefore, possesses at least some (what might
be referred to as a formal rather than substantive) understanding of what
sort of conduct this commitment to living an “ethical life” requires.

There is at least some evidence that Le Guin should be placed in this third
category. For she does occasionally appear to suggest that in political life
“ends” do not matter at all. All that matters are “means.” For example, at one
point Le Guin has Shevek say that “you know that the means are the end to
us Odonians.”8 And on another occasion she has him say that in Odonian
philosophy “there was no end. There was process: process was all.”9 More-
over, as Peter Brigg has noted, this idea can also be found in The Left Hand of
Darkness, where at one point the central character Genly-Ai says “it is good
to have an end to journey towards, but it is the journey that matters, in the
end [sic].”10 Given that Le Guin does occasionally say things like this, it is not
too surprising that George Slusser has claimed that an important motif in The

Anarchist Politics in Zamyatin and Le Guin 219



Dispossessed (as it is in Dostoevsky’s Notes from the Underground and in Za-
myatin’s We) is the idea that “what counts” in life “is the living itself, the
means without the ends”11 (my emphasis).

According to this third way of thinking about anarchism, and this read-
ing of Le Guin, it is impossible for true anarchists to be dogmatic or doc-
trinaire, or to seek to impose their views on others. It is also impossible for
them to be “ideological,” in one particular (and important) sense of that
much used and abused term. This is so precisely because they do not ac-
tually have any views regarding ultimate goals or ends. And, of course, if
one does not have any views about such things one cannot seek to impose
one’s views about these things upon others. In short, if the ethical dis-
course associated with the second type of anarchism might be said to fo-
cus exclusively on ends and ignore completely the issue of means, by con-
trast the ethical discourse associated with this third type of anarchism
focuses exclusively on the issue of means and ignores completely that of
ends.

However, this account of Le Guin’s views seems to me to be an exag-
geration. Indeed, I am not at all convinced that the idea of a “means with-
out an end” actually makes sense. I say this because it seems to me that
these two notions are logically related to one another. A “means” is al-
ways “something which produces an end,” just as an “end” is always
“something which is produced by a means.” There is, therefore, a logical
difficulty involved in any interpretation of anarchism, or of Le Guin,
which suggests that it is possible to have any kind of positive or practical
political program which focuses exclusively on means and ignores com-
pletely the issue of the ends which are to be achieved by the employment
of the means in question.

This brings us to the fourth type of anarchism, or the fourth way of think-
ing about anarchism. The ideas associated with the fourth view might be
seen as a theoretical synthesis of those associated with the second and third
types of anarchism just discussed. Anarchists of this type attach importance
to both ends and means in ethics and politics. They differ from anarchists of
the second type because they reject the principle that “the end justifies the
means,” and attach a great deal of importance to the issue of the moral con-
straints which ought to be placed on those seeking to create an anarchist so-
ciety. At the same time, they differ from anarchists of the third type because
they do not ignore altogether the issue of ends. They do have at least some
idea of what a morally preferable or “better” society would be like at an 
interpersonal level, should it ever come into existence, even if they do not
possess a detailed blue print for the social organization of that society. They
insist, however, that such a society can only come into existence by the use
of appropriate, that is to say, morally acceptable means. This excludes the
use of physical force or violence.
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In my view it is this form of anarchism which should be associated with
Le Guin’s more considered position. A more balanced reading of Le
Guin’s views would be to say that she attaches due importance to both
“ends” and “means” for anarchist politics. Here as elsewhere Le Guin
might be thought of as seeking to correct the “one sidedness” of the ex-
treme approach to this issue which is adopted by other anarchists, espe-
cially Zamyatin. If Zamyatin attaches exclusive importance to means and
none at all to ends, Le Guin does not counter this by doing the opposite,
as anarchists of our second type do. Rather, she seeks to develop a third
way of thinking which accords due importance to both—to means as well
as ends in politics.

On the whole then, insofar as she is a political activist as opposed to a
novelist, I think that Le Guin is best thought of as being an anarchist in
this fourth sense. She is certainly not an anarchist in the first sense. Hence,
pace Wegner, her outlook differs fundamentally from that of Zamyatin.
She also rejects anarchism in the second sense. This is what Le Guin
would refer to as “the bomb in the pocket kind” of anarchism. And al-
though she does occasionally say things which she suggest that she might
be an anarchist in the third sense, on the whole I do not think that this is
her considered view.

I have suggested that Bakunin was an anarchist of the second type re-
ferred to above. It is not clear whether Dostoevsky had Bakunin specifi-
cally in mind as the prototype for the type of anarchist whose activities he
evidently set out to condemn in The Possessed. There is some debate about
this, but such a suggestion does not seem to me to be entirely implausi-
ble.12 However, if Dostoevsky was thinking of Bakunin, then it is arguable
that he either misunderstood or at least grossly oversimplified Bakunin’s
views by presenting him, and other anarchists like him, as nihilists rather
than ethical consequentialists.13 So far as Le Guin and Bakunin are con-
cerned, Carl Freedman has rightly observed that the name of Bakunin is
“conspicuous by its absence” in the commentaries on Le Guin which deal
with her relationship to the anarchist tradition.14 But this is also true of Le
Guin’s own writings. Like that of Zamyatin, Bakunin does not appear on
any of the lists of the names of anarchist sources which Le Guin provides
for her readers, although, as Freedman notes, her views are quite similar
to those of Bakunin on at least some issues.

Bakunin’s ethical beliefs are not entirely consistent, but it seems to me
that he subscribes to some kind of moral doctrine or other. So he is cer-
tainly not a nihilist. Indeed, his endorsement of the principle that “the end
justifies the means” suggests that he is some kind of ethical consequen-
tialist. But whatever his moral beliefs were, the fact is that he is largely ig-
nored by Le Guin, who so far as I know, nowhere discusses them explic-
itly. It is tempting to think that one of the reasons for this is the fact that
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Le Guin accepts Dostoevsky’s implicit suggestion that Bakunin was a ni-
hilist. For example, at one point in The Possessed when presenting the views
of the character Kirilov to his readers, he suggests that Kirilov is “not deal-
ing with the essence of the problem, or, as it were, its moral aspect. Indeed,
he rejects morality as such, and is in favor of the latest principle of general
destruction for the sake of the ultimate good” (my emphasis).15 This re-
mark demonstrates very clearly Dostoevsky’s inability to conceive of the
distinction between “ethical consequentialism” and “nihilism.” It is ar-
guable that Le Guin agrees with Dostoevsky’s negative evaluation of the
kind of anarchism with which Bakunin was associated. Because of
Bakunin’s commitment to the principle that “the end justifies the means,”
like Dostoevsky she too associates Bakunin (and anarchists of this second
type) with “terrorism.” For this reason I find it difficult to accept Phillip
Wegner’s suggestion that the “Odonian anarchism” on Anarres might be
associated with the political philosophy of Bakunin.16 At least this seems to
me to be not the case so far as the important issue of “ends and means” is
concerned. Wegner cites the work of Carl Freedman in support of his
claim. Freedman, however, takes care to emphasize that there is an impor-
tant difference between Odonianism and Bakunin’s anarchism with re-
spect to this particular issue. For, as Freedman puts it, “unlike Bakunin”
the Odonians in The Dispossessed “are resolutely non-violent.”17

Lyman Tower Sargent has noted that the existence of “people who are
willing to impose their utopia on others” has been a “serious problem” in
the history of utopian speculation, but that this is “not a problem with
utopianism per se.”18 Similarly, it might be said that for Le Guin this has
also been a serious problem in the history of anarchism, but that it is not
a problem with anarchism per se. When criticizing the views of anarchists
of the second type above, Le Guin suggests that the reason why they are
doctrinaire, dogmatic, and intolerant is because they are in the grip of an
“ideology.” They have moral ideals which are associated with a “utopian”
vision of a better society which they consider to be objectively valid. Con-
sequently, they claim a privileged insight into “the Truth” so far as the
“ends” which ought to be pursued in ethics and politics are concerned.
She also suggests, on occasion, that the only way to avoid this undesirable
outcome is to avoid “utopianism” and “ideology” and the “ends” with
which they are associated altogether. What she does not consider, on these
occasions at least, is the possibility that being dogmatic and doctrinaire is
not so much a matter of the particular beliefs which a person holds but
rather of that person’s psychology or their character. In consequence she
does not explore the possibility that one might be an anarchist who does
possess a positive vision associated with a reasonably clear understand-
ing of some morally desirable “end,” without being intolerant of the
views of others who happen to disagree with you. In short, it is possible
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for someone to subscribe to the belief system associated with anarchism
without being “ideological” in the pejorative sense in which Le Guin oc-
casionally uses that term, whilst at the same time being sensitive to the
importance of the choice of “means” to be employed in pursuit of that
“end.” Indeed, I think that Le Guin herself is a good example of an anar-
chist in that sense.

LE GUIN, ANARCHISM, AND IDEOLOGY

One of the core elements of traditional conservatism from the time of Ed-
mund Burke onward is its suspicion of the role of “theory” in the spheres
of morality and politics. For Burke the European Enlightenment of the
eighteenth century was, of course, The Age of Reason, and at its culmina-
tion we find the French Revolution and the Terror of Robespierre and the
Jacobin Party.19 It is arguable that the theoretical inspiration for this con-
servative outlook is a mistaken interpretation of the philosophy of Aris-
totle which emphasizes the importance of phronesis or “practical wisdom”
in politics rather than abstract reasoning.20 In the writings of more recent
conservative thinkers this attitude is often presented as an opposition to
“ideology.” For it is thinking of this kind which allows ideologues to for-
get that their political opponents are human beings like themselves and,
in consequence, to treat those opponents inhumanely. According to con-
servatives, it is precisely when some political ideology or other takes hold
of us that we are likely to endorse the principle of “the end justifies the
means,” a principle which all conservatives reject. Conservative thinkers,
therefore, tend to think of conservatism as being somehow nonideologi-
cal, or even anti-ideological. They also tend to be hostile to utopianism in
politics, for much the same reasons that they are opposed to ideology. For
utopian writers also tend to be in the grip of some abstract theory or other,
in the form of a vision of an alternative society which might be used to
criticize existing society, and perhaps also to justify a program of radical
social and political change by whatever means necessary.

It is clear, however, that a similar antipathy toward ideology, combined
with a concern about the effectiveness of the use of reason for solving the
problems of ethics and politics, is also to be found in the writings of Le
Guin, who insists in one of her essays that her own attitude is decidedly
“anti-ideological” and “pragmatic.”21 Indeed Le Guin offers a defense of
J. R. R. Tolkien from accusations of conservatism along precisely these
lines. As she puts it, “no ideologues, not even religious ones, are going to
be happy with Tolkien, unless they manage it by misreading him. For like
all great artists he escapes ideology by being too quick for its nets, too com-
plex for its grand simplicities, too fantastic for its rationality, too real for
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its generalizations” (my emphasis).22 Similarly, in her “Introduction” to
Planet of Exile, Le Guin asserts that “it’s one thing to sacrifice fulfillment in
the service of an ideal; it’s another to suppress clear thinking and honest
feeling in the service of an ideology. An ideology is valuable only insofar
as it is used to intensify clarity and honesty of thought and feeling.”23 And
elsewhere she claims that “ethics flourishes in the timeless soil of Fantasy,
where ideologies wither on the vine” (my emphasis).24

It is clear from a reading of Le Guin’s essays that she considers “radical
feminism” to be an ideology and that she considers radical feminists to be
ideologues in this pejorative sense. Thomas M. Disch has argued that such
a charge might be brought against Le Guin herself.25 According to Disch
far from being a “humanist” who seeks to “build bridges” by recognizing
the importance, indeed the necessity, of both “Yin” and “Yang,” the prin-
ciples of both “feminine” and the “masculine” for any adequate view of
the world, of human relationships, and of “life” more generally, in fact Le
Guin attaches exclusive value to that which is “feminine” and is hostile to
all things “masculine.” She embraces the principle of the “Yin” entirely
and rejects that of the “Yang” outright. Disch says of Le Guin that al-
though her feminism “is less overtly phobic of the male sex than that of
Andrea Dworkin,” even so it “is no less absolute.”26 In Disch’s opinion, Le
Guin thinks that “war is wrong, and men are to blame for it,” that “sci-
ence is inhumane, and men are to blame for it,” and that “capitalism is
heartless, and men are to blame for it.”27 In my view, however, this as-
sessment of Le Guin and her work is “one sided” and seriously misrepre-
sents Le Guin’s basic philosophical outlook.

As a counter to Disch’s negative evaluation the reader is reminded that
Le Guin has in the past been criticized by radical feminists precisely be-
cause of her commitment to humanism, and her refusal to privilege the
members of one sex over the other. In response to criticism of this kind
from radical feminists Le Guin has insisted that “I still don’t care” whether
people are “male or female.” “One soul unjustly imprisoned, am I to ask
what sex it is? A child starving, am I to ask what sex it is? The answer of
some radical feminists is, Yes. Granted the premise that the root of all in-
justice, exploitation, and blind aggression is sexual injustice, this position
is sound.” However, Le Guin continues, “I cannot accept the premise;
therefore I cannot act upon it.” “Am I,” she concludes, “to sacrifice the
ideal of truth and beauty in order to make an ideological point?” (my em-
phasis).28 Disch presents Le Guin to his readers as being an ideologist with
a particular radical feminist “ax to grind.” But it is obvious to anyone who
is more than superficially acquainted with her work that Le Guin has con-
sistently attempted to avoid being a writer of that kind, although she pos-
sesses both the honesty and the humility to recognize that she might not
always have been as successful in this attempt as she could have been.
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In Le Guin’s work this lack of dogmatism is perhaps most strongly ev-
idenced, not so much in The Dispossessed, but in The Lathe of Heaven. Con-
sider, for example, the passage from this text which I cited earlier, which
demonstrates clearly the influence of Zamyatin upon Le Guin’s think-
ing.29 In this passage Le Guin is happy to associate the views of Zamyatin,
as expressed by the character Haber, not with “dystopian” thought but
rather with a particular form of “utopian” speculation. For example, she
has Orr say of Haber that “[t]hings are more complicated than he is will-
ing to realize. He [Haber] thinks you can make things come out right, but
he won’t admit it; he lies because he won’t look straight, he’s not inter-
ested in what is true. In what is; he can’t see anything except his mind—
his ideas of what ought to be” (my emphasis).30 In this passage, then, Dr.
Haber is presented by Le Guin as being a typical revolutionary, a “scien-
tific” rationalist, or a Panglossian improver.31 In matters of ethics he is a
utilitarian who wants to make things better,32 but he will not succeed be-
cause the world just cannot be controlled in the way required. We should,
Le Guin has Orr suggest, just “let things be.”33

In The Lathe of Heaven Haber represents what Le Guin refers to as the
“Judeo-Christian-Rationalist” Western tradition, which is also, of
course, the scientific tradition, committed to the idea of controlling first
nature then society.34 At one point, for example, Orr says of Haber that
“[Y]ou’re handling something outside reason. You are trying to each
progressive, humanitarian goal with a tool that isn’t suited to the job.”35

The immediate context of this statement indicates that this remark is in-
tended as a reference to the dream technology developed by Haber—but
the wider implication is that, for whatever reason, any attempt to
change things for the better is likely not to work, or even to make things
worse, and is, therefore, undesirable. Ideas of this kind are usually asso-
ciated with the conservative political tradition. In Le Guin’s case, how-
ever, as the name which Le Guin gives to one of the central characters
indicates (the word “Haben” in German meaning “to have”) this idea
appears to derive, at least in part, either from a familiarity with the work
of Gabriel Marcel, especially his work Being and Having,36 or alterna-
tively from an engagement with the writings of Erich Fromm, especially
Fromm’s To Have or to Be.37

More than one commentator has suggested that The Lathe of Heaven pos-
sesses a clear “political message” and that this message is in fact a conser-
vative one. John Huntington, for example, has noted that in this text Le
Guin makes sure that “all public activity leads to failure.” The text, accord-
ing to Huntington, “almost dogmatically, asserts the total primacy of private,
inner peace” (my emphasis) in comparison with “public” or “political” ac-
tivity. For example, Dr. Haber, “the scientist who envisions creating a better
world,” turns out to be “the villain.” Moreover, “the novel makes it clear
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that such incompetence is inevitable” and that “given man’s ignorance, any
public act is liable to do wrong, no matter how well intentioned.”38

In my view, however, this interpretation of Le Guin misses something
important about her work. The problem with this reading is that those
who endorse it do not distinguish between Le Guin the political activist
and Le Guin the novelist. Insofar as Le Guin is thought of as a novelist
rather than a political activist, then it is arguable that it is inappropriate
for us to think of her work as having any political message at all. It is, in
consequence, also inappropriate for any commentator to speculate as to
what that message might be. In the case of The Lathe of Heaven, therefore,
it would be incorrect to assume that Le Guin qua novelist must “take
sides”—or that she takes any particular “side” at all, let alone specifically
that of Orr as opposed to Haber. Indeed, we have already seen that some
of the views expressed by Haber are also held by Zamyatin; and they are
views with which Le Guin has at least some sympathy. Indeed, in The Dis-
possessed she suggests that there is a great deal to be said for them. In her
view, therefore, the point is not to reject these views outright, but rather
to recognize their limitations if they are considered, in a one-sided way, to
be an accurate representation of “the Truth.”

It is extremely fruitful to read the passage from The Lathe of Heaven cited
above against the background of Le Guin’s discussion of the two types of
“utopian” theorizing, Yang and Yin in her essay “A Non-Euclidean View of
California as a Cold Place to Be.” In this passage it is Haber who represents
the principle of the Yang, and who evidently endorses the outlook on the
world generally of Zamyatin, whereas it is Orr who provides a vocal ex-
pression for the ideas associated with Le Guin’s alleged Yin “utopia.” It is
also clear that the views of Haber are those which in The Dispossessed Le
Guin associates with the Sequency Theory of Time, and those of Orr are the
ones which Le Guin associates with the Simultaneity Theory. Once again,
however, it would be a mistake to suggest, whatever her personal views
might be, that as a novelist Le Guin would wish to identify herself exclu-
sively with either one or the other of these two ways of thinking. Indeed, at
one point in the novel she rather playfully makes this point by having one
of her characters, Lelache, refer jokingly to Orr as “Mr. Either Orr.”39 To fo-
cus exclusively on just one side of things, and ignore entirely the other di-
mension of Le Guin’s thought, is to misunderstand the philosophical out-
look which she associates with being a novelist.

ANARCHIST POLITICS IN ZAMYATIN AND LE GUIN

Elsewhere I have considered the views of Zamyatin and Le Guin with re-
spect to questions of ethics independently of one another.40 In this section
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I will explore the relationship which exists between Le Guin’s views on
ethics and politics and those of Zamyatin more directly by comparing
them.41 In the past I have argued that Zamyatin is a nihilist and that Le
Guin is a moralist. With respect to certain issues, then, the views of Zam-
yatin and Le Guin are very different from one another. It would not, how-
ever, be accurate to say that they are directly opposed to one another. For
as in the case of natural science or physics, so also with respect to certain
issues in ethics, Le Guin adopts a “Hegelian” strategy of “sublation” in re-
lation to the views of Zamyatin. She gives them their due, takes them up
and incorporates them within her own way of thinking, whilst at the same
time being conscious of their limitations and seeking to go beyond them.

As we have seen, the idea of change or of Becoming is an important one
for those who wish to understand the science or the physics which Le
Guin incorporates into The Dispossessed, especially Shevek’s “General
Temporal Theory,” which is a theoretical synthesis of the Simultaneity
and the Sequency Theories of Time, theories which are based on the prin-
ciples of Being and Becoming respectively. But this idea is also important
for understanding the way in which Le Guin deals with questions of
ethics and politics in her novel. For Zamyatin, as for Nietzsche, change is
the law of “life.” Zamyatin does not value change because he thinks that
it is always for the better, or because it represents “progress,” in the sense
of moral improvement, or a movement toward a morally superior kind of
society. For in his view it is not possible for us to achieve this. Rather, he
considers change to be valuable for its own sake. This is an attitude to-
ward change which has obvious implications for any assessment of Zam-
yatin’s attitude toward political utopianism. In particular it is connected
to Zamyatin’s nihilism. Like Kirilov, one of the characters in Dostoevsky’s
The Possessed, Zamyatin considers all morality, and, therefore, by implica-
tion all society, to be a constraint on the freedom of the individual and
therefore profoundly “anti-life.” If a utopian society is something which
is morally desirable, and if a literary utopia is considered to be a work of
literature which recommends such a morally desirable state of affairs to
its readers, then in Zamyatin’s view these things too are profoundly anti-
life. Zamyatin is not interested in moral improvement and has no ethical
ideals. He therefore rejects the very idea of a “utopia” as this has tradi-
tionally been understood.

This attitude is given a striking formulation in the opening paragraphs
of one of Zamyatin’s early essays, entitled “Scythians.” In Zamyatin’s
words, “a solitary, savage horseman—a Scythian—gallops across the
green steppe, hair streaming in the wind. Where is he galloping? Nowhere.
What for? For no reason. He gallops simply because he is a Scythian” (my
emphasis).42 Zamyatin’s attitude toward change generally, and hence also
change within the sphere of politics, is basically that of a Scythian. There

Anarchist Politics in Zamyatin and Le Guin 227



is also a similar passage in Zamyatin’s We. Toward the end of the novel
there is a revolutionary uprising, aimed at overthrowing the Great Bene-
factor, organized by an underground resistance movement, the Mephi.
During this uprising one of the novel’s two central characters, I-330, seizes
control of the Integral, a spaceship designed by the novel’s other central
character D-503, and exclaims “how wonderful it is to fly, not knowing
where— to fly—no matter where, to fly without knowing one’s destination,
or even caring what that destination is.”43 This is a powerful metaphor for
the expression of Zamyatin’s attitude toward change, the ideas of moral
and social progress, and his critique of utopianism in politics.

In his Notes from the Underground, Dostoevsky states that man “is inter-
ested in the process of attaining his goal rather than the goal itself.” Per-
haps, he goes on, “man’s sole purpose in this world consists in this unin-
terrupted process of attainment, or in other words in living, and not
specifically in the goal” (my emphasis).44 Like Dostoevsky, Zamyatin con-
nects the idea of change with the idea that life is a journey, and the view
that what really matters in life is not the end of that journey, but the jour-
ney itself. For this reason Zamyatin suggests that whether we focus at the
level of the individual human being or at the level of society, it does not
really matter what one’s ultimate objective or goal is. It does not matter
where one is going, or indeed whether one ever actually arrives there.
What really matters is the journey itself and how it is undertaken. For 
Zamyatin, then, the notion of “life,” at both the level of the individual and
that of society, has more to do with that of a process than it does with that
of a product. Or, as Le Guin would put it, for Zamyatin what matters in life
is only the “means” and never the “ends.” Indeed, for Zamyatin’s anar-
chism there are no “ends.”

Le Guin is very far from rejecting Zamyatin’s ideas outright. On the
contrary she is positively enthusiastic about them—within limits. This is
clear in both The Lathe of Heaven and The Dispossessed. For example, in an
extremely interesting passage in The Lathe of Heaven, the character Haber
says to George Orr, “when things don’t change any longer, that’s the end
result of entropy, the heat-death of the universe. The more things go on
moving, interrelating, conflicting, changing, the less balance there is—and
the more life. I’m pro-life, George. Life itself is a huge gamble against all
odds! You can’t try to live safely, there’s no such thing as safety. Stick your
neck out of the shell and live fully! It’s not how you get there, but where
you get to that counts.”45 Up until its final sentence, the remarks which Le
Guin puts into the mouth of Haber reflect very well Zamyatin’s views on
change and on life. It is only in the final sentence that Haber, who is, of
course, a classic example of the “mad scientist” in science fiction, and,
therefore, cannot be presumed to live according to the ordinary standards
of scientific rationality, inverts Zamyatin’s idea that life (both at the level
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of the individual and at the level of society) is a journey without any end
point or goal by asserting that “It’s not how you get there, but where you
get to that counts.” Anyone who is familiar with Zamyatin’s ideas will
find it difficult to read this passage and not think that when she wrote it
Le Guin was in some way inspired by a reading of his works.

Zamyatin’s idea that to embrace life is to embrace change for its own
sake is one of the ideas which lies at the core of The Dispossessed, insofar
as it contains a critique of the erstwhile utopian society on Anarres. This
idea is most clearly formulated by the character Bedap when he says the
most significant feature of life in Anarresti society is not an enthusiasm
for change but, rather, its opposite—“fear of change.”46 Like I-330 in We,
Bedap too maintains that “change is freedom, change is life.”47 He
claims that nothing is “more basic to Odonian thought than that.”48 Ac-
cording to Bedap, a process of “dogmatization” and “ossification” has in
fact set in on the planet Anarres since the founding of the anarchist set-
tlement there. It is true that, at this particular juncture in the novel, and
at this point in the biography of its central character, Shevek has little
sympathy for Bedap’s view. Indeed, Le Guin has him say that he found
“Bedap’s present opinions detestable.”49 Later, however, in consequence
of his own experiences with the “authorities” on Anarres, especially his
superior, the physicist Sabul, Shevek comes around to Bedap’s way of
thinking, when he says (regretfully) of his former friend Tirin that he
was “a natural rebel,” a “natural Odonian—a real one.” For “he was a
free man.”50

A very good way of capturing Zamyatin’s views on change is by em-
ploying the notion of “permanent revolution.” This is, therefore, a notion
which also has at least some importance for Le Guin. However, the vast
majority of commentators on the work of Le Guin appear to have over-
looked the similarities which exist between the views of Le Guin and
those of Zamyatin with respect to this particular issue. Tom Moylan, for
example, notes Le Guin’s reference to the “ossification” or the “freezing”
of the revolution in Anarresti society, and notes that the significance of
Shevek is the fact that he reinvigorates or revitalizes the “process of per-
manent revolution” on Anarres.51 Nowhere, however, does Moylan men-
tion the name of Zamyatin or the obvious similarities between the views
of Le Guin and Zamyatin in respect of this issue.52

Phillip Smith has suggested that, as in the case of the metaphor of the
wall, the source for the idea of “permanent revolution” in Le Guin’s The
Dispossessed is the writings of Kropotkin. Smith maintains that “both
Kropotkin and Le Guin agree that their societies must never become
static.”53 As is well known, however, the idea of a “dynamic” utopia can
be found much earlier in the writings of H. G. Wells,54 and is at least partly
inherited from Wells by Zamyatin.55 It would, therefore, be surprising to
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say the least if Le Guin had inherited these ideas from Kropotkin rather
than from Zamyatin or Wells.

In We Zamyatin uses the idea that the “law of life” is change, perpetual
change, which must inevitably in time undermine the status quo in any so-
ciety, to criticize the very idea of utopia as (rightly or wrongly) he under-
stands it, because of its alleged commitment to the notion of static perfec-
tionism. It might be suggested, therefore, and indeed has been suggested
by some commentators, that what is interesting and original about Le
Guin’s emphasis on the importance of change is the fact that she does not
appeal to this principle whilst developing a critique of the idea of utopia.
Rather, as some commentators would argue, she seeks to incorporate it
within the idea of utopia itself, in an effort to rethink the meaning of this
concept. It is for this reason that Laurence Davis has suggested that al-
though it certainly is “an offshoot of the utopian tradition,” nevertheless
The Dispossessed is at the same time “a radical new beginning” (my em-
phasis) for that tradition.56 In my view, however, this is an exaggeration.
For it ignores completely not only the fact that the same idea is to be
found in Zamyatin’s We, but also that it is can be found in the work of H.
G. Wells.57 Moreover, it also ignores the fact that there are good reasons for
thinking that Le Guin herself does not consider The Dispossessed to be a lit-
erary utopia at all, but rather, a novel about utopianism.

Le Guin’s enthusiasm for Zamyatin’s views on change, and his associ-
ation of the idea of change with that of life, does not mean that she is en-
tirely uncritical, or that she simply takes Zamyatin’s ideas up and em-
ploys them herself without significant alteration. Le Guin has a number
of criticisms to make of Zamyatin and his ideas. Taken together, however,
they all amount to just one thing, namely that Zamyatin’s approach is
“one sided.” It does capture an aspect of life and human existence in so-
ciety which Le Guin is happy to concede is valuable and important. This
is something which seeks to incorporate into her own work, especially The
Dispossessed. At the same time, however, Le Guin recognizes the limita-
tions of Zamyatin’s philosophical outlook generally, and his approach to
questions of ethics in particular. In her view, Zamyatin misses something
which is also important, and just as important. Hence, as in the case of sci-
ence and physics, Le Guin seeks not to reject outright but to supplement
Zamyatin’s views in The Dispossessed with an alternative way of thinking
which might be said to correct their deficiencies whilst at the same time
incorporating what she considers to be valuable into her own work.

As an anarchist herself, Le Guin is certainly sympathetic to Zamyatin’s
emphasis on the value of individual freedom. However, she is unwilling
to take her commitment to this idea so far as to draw a nihilistic conclu-
sion, for in her view this would lead to “anarchy” in the bad sense, or to
social “chaos,” which Le Guin explicitly distinguishes from “anarchism.”
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Le Guin’s critical engagement with Zamyatin’s views on ethics can be
found both in her story “Schrödinger’s Cat” and in The Dispossessed. In
“Schrödinger’s Cat” she makes this very clear when she links Zamyatin’s
celebration of the fact that the universe is basically a “chaotic” place to the
ancient Greek myth of “Pandora’s Box.”58 Elsewhere Le Guin takes care to
emphasize that in her view “anarchy is not anarchism” and, in an obvious
allusion to the story of Pandora’s Box (and, therefore, if only indirectly to
her own story “Schrödinger’s Cat”) maintains that this is so because “an-
archy means chaos and y’know sort of just take the lid off and let her
blow,” whereas “that is not what the old anarchist political movements
meant at all.”59

Le Guin presents a similar critique of Zamyatin’s views in The Dispos-
sessed. Perhaps taking her inspiration from Dostoevsky, Le Guin argues
that one of the presuppositions for ethical life in any society is the institu-
tion of “promise keeping,” and the mutual trust between individual
moral agents which is associated with the making and keeping of “prom-
ises.”60 Now there is evidently a temporal dimension to this. A person X
(say Kirilov) makes a promise at time t1 to perform some action (murder)
at a later time, t2. For the system of promise keeping to “work,” and by
implication for any society to exist, it has to be the case that at time t2 we
can legitimately assume that the person who we think is obliged to keep
the promise is in fact the same person as the person who actually made it.
In other words promise keeping rests upon an assumption of continuous
personal identity. But if Zamyatin is right about change, if like him we
adopt an extreme version of the Heraclitean “flux” theory, then just as it
is not possible to step into the same river twice so also it is not possible for
a (putative) “person” to be the same person twice. If Zamyatin is right,
then the “person” (in this case the character Kirilov) who at time t2 is ex-
pected by others to keep a promise which he made at an earlier time t1

could legitimately claim that he had not made the promise in question,
that it had been made by someone else, that “he” is now a quite different
person from the person who made the promise, that he cannot be morally
obliged to keep a promise that someone else has made, and so on.

It is for this reason that, so far as the ethical implications of the General
Temporal Theory in The Dispossessed are concerned, Le Guin has Shevek
point out that although it is true that without a theory of time like that of 
Zamyatin which sees time as an “arrow” or a “running river,” as the Se-
quency Theory does, there could be “no change, no progress, or direction, or
creation,” nevertheless without the necessary counter balance provided by
the alternative theory of time, the Simultaneity Theory, which accounts for
all of the permanence and stability that there is in the world, especially the
moral or social world, there would be “chaos, meaningless succession of in-
stants, a world without clocks or seasons or promises” (my emphasis).61
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We may conclude that one reason why Le Guin would wish to criticize
Zamyatin’s “extreme” Heraclitean views on change and temporal devel-
opment is precisely because of what she takes to be their undesirable eth-
ical and political implications. She rightly appreciates that if those beliefs,
as they are understood by Zamyatin, are identified with anarchism, then
the anarchism in question would have to be the nihilist or immoralist kind
associated with the philosophy of Nietzsche and with Sartre’s early exis-
tentialism. For Le Guin, to wholeheartedly embrace Zamyatin’s views on
change would, if they were applied to the sphere of ethics and politics,
amount, therefore, to a justification of “anarchy” in the “bad sense” re-
ferred to earlier, anarchy as it has so often been understood from at least
the time of Dostoevsky’s The Possessed onward. But this, of course, is pre-
cisely the doctrine which Le Guin rejects. It is, in Le Guin’s own words,
the “bomb in the pocket stuff, which is terrorism, whatever name it tries
to dignify itself with.”62

HUMAN LIFE AS AN “ODYSSEY” OF SPIRIT: 
THE DISPOSSESSED AS A BILDUNGSROMAN

The account of the views of Le Guin’s views offered above indicates that
there is at least some agreement between them and those of Zamyatin, es-
pecially regarding the importance of change and temporal development
and the issue whether this might be said to have a definite objective or
goal, both at the level of individual biography and at the level of society
or social history. However, this is not complete agreement. In my view,
then, Peter Brigg is mistaken when he claims that Shevek’s journey in The
Dispossessed is a “quest in which final goals cannot exist,”63 and that “the
act of becoming dominates Odonian philosophy. Thus the only goal one
may have is to remain open to change” (my emphasis).64 If these asser-
tions were true then Odo’s philosophy would be identical with that of Za-
myatin. In my view, however, this is an indication that they are not true;
or at least that they are only half true. For Brigg’s account of Le Guin’s
views on change is exclusively “linear.” It identifies Le Guin’s outlook
with that of the Sequency Theory of Time. Consequently, it ignores com-
pletely the importance which she attaches to the principle of Being, or that
of “circularity,” which is associated with the Simultaneity Theory of Time.
It overlooks the wording of the motto “True Voyage is Return,” which is
carved on the tomb stone of Odo’s grave on Urras, a motto which encap-
sulates at least one of the basic principles of Odonian anarchism in The
Dispossessed.65

The difference between the views of Le Guin and Zamyatin regarding
this issue is clear. For example, if we consider the issue of individual bi-
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ography, according to Le Guin although in one important sense the jour-
ney which is undertaken in the life of any individual human being has no
endpoint or goal, nevertheless this does not mean that it is entirely “point-
less,” in the sense of being meaningless or absurd. For, unlike Zamyatin,
Le Guin considers this particular process of change to be circular and not
linear. And if it is true that at the end of this particular “voyage” the indi-
vidual who undertakes it has indeed come full circle, and, therefore, in
one sense remains exactly the same person as she or he was before; or has
in some important (non-geographical) sense arrived in the same “place”
from which she or he set out; nevertheless in another important sense
change and development within that individual have undeniably taken
place. A process of education or the development of character, which like
the Greeks Le Guin associates with the cultivation of the moral virtues,
has occurred.

Like Hegel, whose fondness for the Odyssey is well known,66 Le Guin
considers the biography of an individual human being to be a personal
“odyssey of spirit,” the outcome of which is always, not just the actual-
ization of the potential as a moral being which exists in any individual
character from the moment of their birth, but also a “return home” and a
reconciliation of the individual both with him or herself and with the
world generally, especially their own society and their place within it,
whoever they are, and whatever that society and that place might be. In the
case of The Odyssey the character in question is Odysseus and the society
to which he “returns home” and with which he is “reconciled” in Hegel’s
sense is that on the island of Ithaca. In the case of The Dispossessed the
character who undertakes the journey is the character Shevek and the so-
ciety to which he returns home and with which he is reconciled is that of
the planet Anarres. It is true, of course, that the society on Anarres hap-
pens to be an anarchist society. According to this reading of The Dispos-
sessed, however, this is entirely incidental. What really matters here is not
so much the specific character of the society on Anarres, but simply the
fact that it is a society which possesses a definite organizational structure
underpinned by a particular framework of moral and political values.
Shevek has a “place” in this society and the moral and political signifi-
cance of the journey which he undertakes in The Dispossessed is the fact
that in consequence of his experiences, his adventures, and the develop-
ment in his character with which these are associated (the actualization of
his potential as a moral being) he does finally “return home” in order to
reconcile himself with that society and accept his own place within it.

Tom Moylan has suggested that it would be a mistake to think of The
Dispossessed as an example of the literary genre known as the Bildungsro-
man.67 It seems to me, however, that the similarities between Le Guin’s
text and a Bildungsroman are actually quite striking. It should also be
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noted that one of the classic sources for our understanding of Hegel’s phi-
losophy generally, and his views on this subject in particular, is the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit which, with its root metaphor of the “odyssey of
Spirit,” has itself often been referred to as an example of a (philosophical)
Bildungsroman.68

This way of thinking about the Bildungsroman as a literary genre has
been ably presented by Georg Lukács, who when discussing it refers ex-
plicitly to Hegel and the Hegelian philosophy.69 According to Lukács,
there are basically two types of Bildungsroman, the “bourgeois” and the
“socialist” respectively.70 In both cases an individual character “has to
work things out for himself and struggle for a place in the community.”71

In both cases the process of biographical development of the character in
question is portrayed as “educational.” In the case of the “bourgeois”
form, Lukács maintains that Hegel captures this process very well when
he says that “during his years of apprenticeship the hero is permitted to
sow his wild oats; he learns to subordinate his wishes and views to the in-
terests of the society; he then enters the society’s hierarchic scheme and
finds in it a comfortable niche.”72 Lukács has doubts, however, whether
this assessment by Hegel actually “fits” in the case of a number of “the
great bourgeois novels.” In the case of the “socialist” Bildungsroman,
Lukács claims that it does not “fit” them at all, as within them “the situa-
tion is different.” For in the socialist Bildungsroman “the end is not resig-
nation.” On the contrary, Lukács maintains, here “the process begins with
resignation and leads to an active participation in the life of the commu-
nity.” It is, therefore, no accident that “whereas the typical bourgeois Bil-
dungsroman takes its hero from childhood to the critical years of early
adult life, its socialist counterpart often begins with the crisis of con-
sciousness the adult bourgeois intellectual experiences when confronted
with socialism.”73 Although these remarks about the socialist Bildungsro-
man do not quite fit Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, it seems to me that they do
provide us with at least a partial insight into the educational and therefore
also the political significance of Le Guin’s novel.

To interpret Le Guin’s The Dispossessed in this way is to present a read-
ing of the text which ignores completely some things which are of funda-
mental importance, especially Le Guin’s personal commitment to anar-
chism. However, it also provides an indication of why, despite that
commitment, Le Guin’s approach to literature might be thought of as one
which possesses “conservative” political implications. For we have seen
that both Zamyatin and Le Guin think of “life,” both at the level of indi-
vidual biography and at the level of society, is a “journey,” however dif-
ferently this journey is conceived. They both think that there is a sense in
which it really does not matter what the ostensible end or goal of this jour-
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ney actually is. They both suggest at times that what really matters is how
this journey is undertaken and, in Le Guin’s case at least, the effect which
it has on the character or the moral development of the person who un-
dertakes it, its producing a reconciliation between this individual and the
society of which she or he happens to be a member. But it follows from
this that the fact that Shevek happens to be an anarchist, or a citizen of a
society organized in accordance with anarchist principles, is merely an in-
cidental characteristic of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed rather than a core fea-
ture of the novel. As in the case of a certain reading of Hegel, the conser-
vative implications of this way of thinking about human social life, as Le
Guin portrays it in The Dispossessed, are readily apparent.
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INTRODUCTION

In his Introduction to a special issue of Science Fiction Studies devoted to
the work of Le Guin, published in 1975, Darko Suvin called for some-

one to attempt to integrate Le Guin’s science fiction with her fantasy lit-
erature. “I’m sorry,” Suvin says, “that we couldn’t find anybody to inte-
grate the Earthsea Trilogy [sic] with Le Guin’s SF. This and a number of
other aspects of Le Guin, a constantly evolving writer, remain to be eluci-
dated.”1 In my view, surprising though it might seem, the solution to this
particular problem is to focus on the conservative dimension which is dis-
cernible in Le Guin’s work from the first volumes of the Earthsea Quartet
through to The Dispossessed—a dimension which, if its existence could be
established, would stand in an uneasy tension with Le Guin’s personal
enthusiasm for anarchism.2

Laurence Davis has said of The Dispossessed that until recently “the rad-
ical political ramifications of the novel remain woefully under explored.”3

We have already seen that there is evidence to support the view that The
Dispossessed does not have any radical political ramifications at all. In-
deed, one of the main arguments of this book is that, again surprising
though it might seem given Le Guin’s personal enthusiasm for anarchism,
there is an implicit conservative dimension to much of her work. As in the
case of Zamyatin’s We, Le Guin’s The Dispossessed might be, and indeed
has been, interpreted by some commentators not as a utopian text, but as
an implicit critique of utopianism. In the case of We, this critique emanates
from Zamyatin’s commitment to a form of nihilistic anarchism. In that of
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Le Guin’s The Dispossessed it stems, not so much from Le Guin’s enthusi-
asm for anarchism insofar as she is a political activist, which she un-
doubtedly is, but from other sources.

So far I have discussed three reasons for thinking that there is a conser-
vative dimension to Le Guin’s work. The first of these is the fact that Le
Guin, too, is skeptical about “ideological” thinking and the value of ab-
stract rationalism as an approach to questions of morality and politics.
The second is the fact that Le Guin is a novelist. As we have seen, Le Guin’s
views regarding the novel as an art form, together with her views on the
social and political function of the novelist, carry with them an implicit
critique of utopianism. In this case, however, the critique in question has
a striking affinity, not so much with the nihilistic anarchism of Zamyatin,
but rather with traditional conservatism as it is given a sophisticated the-
oretical justification in the philosophy of Hegel. And the third has to do
with Le Guin’s views concerning education, the moral development of
human beings, and their integration into society.

In this chapter I shall discuss three more reasons for taking this view.
The first has to do with Le Guin’s commitment to Taoism. The second has
to do with her implicit endorsement of the doctrine known as “scientific
realism.” And the third has to do with Le Guin’s understanding of human
nature and of the self, which underpins her philosophy of education. I
should emphasize that here and throughout, my reason for drawing the
attention of the reader to the existence of this conservative dimension in
Le Guin’s writing is neither to praise her nor to condemn her for it. The
point of doing so is simply that this descriptive label seems to me to best
capture the political implications of certain aspects of her work. More-
over, this observation applies only to her persona as a creative writer, and
not to Le Guin as either a political activist or a “private” individual. There
is, of course, a significant difference between claiming that someone is a
conservative thinker, on the one hand, and claiming that there is a con-
servative dimension to their writing on the other. In the case of Le Guin
the former claim seems to me to be untenable for the obvious reason that
Le Guin is an anarchist. The latter (weaker) claim, however, does have
something to be said for it.

LE GUIN AND THE POLITICS OF TAOISM

Some commentators have argued that Le Guin’s philosophical outlook is
a conservative one because it is Taoist, and because Taoism is itself a con-
servative doctrine. Frederic Jameson, for example, has claimed that the
political “message” of Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven is conservative be-
cause in this book Le Guin identifies with the views of her character
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George Orr; because the views expressed by Orr are those associated with
the philosophy of Taoism; and because Taoism is a conservative philoso-
phy. According to Jameson, this is so because of its emphasis on the no-
tions such as peace, harmony, order, rest, tranquillity, balance, and so on.
On this reading, in a manner similar to the philosophy of Pythagoras, the
“Way” of Taoism is associated with a belief that the universe as a whole is
a system of “cosmic order.”4 The difference, however, is that in the case of
Taoism this universe is thought to be, not just “paradoxical,” but also in
some sense “spiritual” or “mystical”; and hence beyond rational compre-
hension by human beings.

Le Guin’s belief in the existence of such a system of “order” underpins
both her fantasy literature and her science fiction. Like Jameson, Colin
Manlove has argued that in the case of the former, Le Guin’s outlook is,
for this very reason, again in some sense conservative. As Manlove puts
it, “fantasy is a profoundly conservative genre. It usually portrays the
preservation of the status quo, looks to the past to sustain the nature and
values of the present, and delights in the nature of created things.” In
Manlove’s view, Le Guin’s The Earthsea Trilogy “offers a striking individ-
ual instance of this.” In the case of Le Guin’s works of fantasy “this con-
servatism,” Manlove goes on, “expresses itself in three modes: balance,
moderation, and the celebration of things as they are.”5 It is, in short, as-
sociated with Taoism, from the standpoint of which Le Guin wrote this
particular work.

But this way of looking and thinking about the world is not confined
only to Le Guin’s works of fantasy. Erik Rabkin, for example, has noted,
speaking of The Left Hand of Darkness, that in that work Le Guin “seems to
attempt to bring its readers around to sharing, experiencing, the Taoist
point of view.” According to that point of view, Rabkin continues, “The
Tao is whatever is.” The “Way” of the Tao is that “things happen as they
must.”6 If it were true that this is what a commitment to Taoism implies;
and that Le Guin did indeed identify herself with Taoism understood in
this particular sense; then it would follow that her philosophical outlook
might indeed, as Jameson and Rabkin suggest, legitimately be said to be
a conservative one.

There are two problems with this reading of Le Guin. The first is that it
ignores completely the fact that Le Guin is an anarchist. For we may take
it that generally speaking anarchists think that it is desirable, somehow or
other, not to conserve existing society but to radically transform it. There
must, therefore, be a problem with this particular reading of Le Guin, a
problem which might be resolved if a distinction is made between Le
Guin the political activist and Le Guin the novelist. The second is that, as
we have seen, it is not at all clear that the understanding of Taoism upon
which this conservative reading of Le Guin is based is an accurate one. At
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least, as we saw earlier, it is arguable that this is not Le Guin’s own un-
derstanding of Taoism.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SCIENCE AND MAGIC: 
LE GUIN AND SCIENTIFIC REALISM

There is an analogy between Le Guin’s realist views on natural science
and her views on magic in the Earthsea Quartet.7 In both cases she presup-
poses the existence of an underlying cosmic “order” which is regulated by
causal laws, in the one case the laws of science, in the other the laws of
magic. She thinks that it is possible to make a distinction between the em-
pirically observable surface appearances of things and what is “really”
going on beneath the surface and which is the cause of the phenomena
which can be observed. She also thinks that things possess an “essential
nature” which is associated with the concept which is used to designate
them, that is to say, their “name.” Finally, she thinks that all things pos-
sess both a “nominal essence” and a “real essence.” The former is associ-
ated with the surface appearance of the thing in question; it is the name
which might be used simply to identify it without really understanding it.
If we wish to properly understand the thing in question, and therefore con-
trol it, however, it is necessary that we grasp, not its “nominal” but its
“real essence.” This is associated with its “real” name or its “true” name.

As Wayne Cogell has noted, Le Guin draws upon this “realist” way of
thinking about the world when parodying the philosophy of Jean-Paul
Sartre in one of her early short stories entitled “A Trip to the Head.”8 As
Le Guin understands him, Sartre is a radical constructivist and therefore
a critic of the principles of realism and essentialism. According to Sartre,
things do not possess an underlying essential nature, or a “real essence,”
apart from their “nominal essence.” Thus, for example, at one point in the
story one of the characters maintains that “you can call yourself whatever
you please, you know,” to which the main protagonist responds “But I
want to know my real name.”9 Similarly, elsewhere, the main protagonist
maintains that “sex,” far from being a social or linguistic construct, “is
real, I mean really real.”10 It is remarks like this which have led Cogell to
argue that for Le Guin there are “things hidden from view, such as inter-
nal structures of nature.”11 In Cogell’s view, Le Guin’s view of the natural
world in this story “seems to be that each existing thing has finite struc-
tures which limit and act as its ontological ground; it has potencies which
are marked by an absence of realization. Things can pass, turn away, or
cease to be, but without the recognition of each living thing’s finite struc-
tures, the fact of physical change and any view of nature becomes unin-
telligible and absurd.” Le Guin, Cogell concludes, would have us “return
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to nature,” that is to say to “the way things really are, nameless but not ab-
surd” (my emphasis).12

Although Cogell does not himself pursue this issue at any length, the
attitude which he (in my view rightly) attributes to Le Guin here is quite
typical of the doctrine known as “scientific realism,” as it is to be found,
for example, in the writings of a figure like Roy Bhaskar.13 As Bhaskar puts
it, in his A Realist Theory of Science, “The nominal essence of a thing or sub-
stance consists of those properties the manifestation of which are neces-
sary for the thing to be correctly identified as one of a certain type. The
real essences of things and substances are those structures or constitutions
in virtue of which the thing or substance tends to behave in the way it
does” (my emphasis).14 It is this way of thinking about science and the
phenomena of the natural world which underpins Le Guin’s view, ex-
pressed in another short story which is significantly entitled “The Rule of
Names,” that “to speak the name is to control the thing.”15 The same idea
can also be found in The Tombs of Atuan, volume two of the Earthsea Quar-
tet. At one point, for example, the main character Ged, who is an appren-
tice “magician,” states that “[k]nowing names is my job. My art. To weave
the magic of a thing, you see, one must find its true name out.” “What a
wizard spends his life at,” Ged continues, “is finding out the names of
things, and finding out how to find out the names of things.”16 Ged’s view
of the task of the “wizard” in the magical world of Earthsea, as presented
here, is identical with Bhaskar’s understanding of the task of the “scien-
tist” in the “real” world.

I note in passing that this is an attitude which has also been associated
by some anthropologists with the belief systems of so called “primitive”
peoples. According to Ernst Fischer, in such cultures “the word” is “re-
garded as largely identical with the object.” It is “the means of grasping,
comprehending, mastering the object.” Thus we find that “nearly all
primitive races” believe that “by naming an object, a person, a demon,
they would exercise some power over them.” Thus “a means of expres-
sion—a gesture, an image, a sound or a word” is considered in such cul-
tures to be “as much a tool as a hand axe or a knife.” It is “only another
way of establishing man’s power over nature.” This idea, Fischer main-
tains, is “preserved in innumerable folk tales.” We need only remember
the story of the “sly Rumpelstiltskin.”17

James Bittner has observed that for Le Guin “the distinction between sci-
ence and magic, or between science and myth, should not be made too
rigidly, for the more rigidly it is made, the easier it is for magic to become
science and science to become magic.”18 In Bittner’s view the reason why
Le Guin thinks that we should not distinguish too sharply between these
two notions is because science is close to magic rather than because magic
is close to science. Bittner refers to what he claims is the “widely held belief
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that science fiction is the mythology of the modern world.”19 It would, I
think, be much more accurate to say, not that science fiction is the mythol-
ogy of the modern world, but that science itself constitutes this mythology,
at least according to contemporary postmodernism. From this standpoint
all scientific knowledge is science fiction—a narrative. In my view, though,
Le Guin’s views are quite different from this. It is true that in Le Guin’s
writings the fantasy world of magic is thought of as being strikingly simi-
lar to the “real” word of science. However, this is not because, as in the case
of the postmodern anarchist philosophy of science of Paul Feyerabend and
Jean François Lyotard, the “real” world dealt with by science is nothing
more than a conceptual or linguistic construct. It is not because, like the au-
thors of children’s fantasies, natural scientists do nothing more than “tell
stories.” Nor is it because the belief system associated with science is the
mythology of the modern world, epistemologically no better and no worse
than, say, the mythological belief system of the ancient Greeks. Rather it is
because for Le Guin the magical world of fantasy, just like the world of nat-
ural science as this is conceived of by scientific realists, is governed by
causal laws which are thought of as being, not social or linguistic con-
structs, but as part of the natural order of things, albeit in the case of the
Earthsea Quartet an imaginary world which is based on quite different
causal principles to our own.

Unlike in the case of Feyerabend, Lyotard, and postmodern anarchism,
then, if for Le Guin the distinction between science and magic collapses
when pressed, this is not because scientific knowledge can be thought of
as being a sophisticated form of magic, but rather because in Le Guin’s
Earthsea Quartet magic is thought of in the same way as science is thought
of by scientific realists like Roy Bhaskar. This, I take it, is what Le Guin is
getting at in one of her early short stories, “April in Paris,” when at one
point the character Lenoir says, “They call me a fool, a heretic, well by
God I’m worse! I’m a sorcerer, a black magician, Jehan the Black! Magic
works, does it? Then science is a waste of time.”20

As in the case of knowledge of the laws of magic in the fantasy world
of Earthsea, so also in the “real” world of natural science, Le Guin main-
tains that the discovery of knowledge relating to the essential nature of
things which is associated with an understanding of their “true names”
gives the person who possesses that knowledge power over those things.
She does not argue, as contemporary postmodern anarchists do, that it is
power which enables those who possess it to have their way of thinking
about the world elevated to the status of “scientific” knowledge. In this
respect Le Guin’s views are, once again, quite traditional. They are to be
associated with the “modern” as opposed to the “postmodern” way of
thinking about science. Le Guin would, I think, agree that it is Francis Ba-
con with his slogan that “Knowledge is Power,” rather than Michel Fou-
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cault with his counter-slogan that “Power is Knowledge,” who has cor-
rectly understood the nature of the relationship between truth and power
in the natural sciences. This is one of the reasons why I find myself unable
to agree with Lewis Call’s recent suggestion that Le Guin might be
claimed for the cause of “postmodern anarchism.”21

It is interesting to compare Le Guin’s views about this issue with those
of poststructuralist advocates of identity politics today, who follow Sartre
and maintain that personal identity is something which is entirely socially
constructed. According to this view, although the ascription or determi-
nation of identity involves the association of an individual with a definite
descriptive label or labels, that is to say, a “name” or “names,” neverthe-
less identity is something which is made rather than discovered. Individ-
uals do not have any “real” identity, or a “real essence,” apart from the
identity which is socially ascribed to them, which is captured by their
name or “nominal essence.” For Le Guin, however, no matter what the
merits of such an approach to issues relating to social identity might be,
this way of thinking could not be said to have an application to the natu-
ral world. For in the natural world there are “natural kinds” and things
just do possess a definite identity, as it were “in-themselves,” quite inde-
pendently of the descriptive labels which human beings attach to them.
And to get things right in this field, to attach the correct name to them,
necessarily involves a process, not of social construction, but rather of sci-
entific discovery relating to the underlying causal structures which pro-
duce those events which natural scientists are attempting to explain.

It is not entirely clear whether Le Guin would wish to adopt the same
approach to the understanding of social and political identity as she does
to that of the identity of those things which populate the natural world.
What is clear, however, is that if she were to do so then according to her
critics this would amount, in the manner of Plato, to thinking of social
and political identity as being something which is determined in a quasi-
naturalistic manner. It would be to reify existing social identities by
wrongly presenting them as if they were static or fixed, a part of the fab-
ric of the universe, or of the natural order of things. Colin Manlove has
suggested that this is exactly what Le Guin does do in The Earthsea Quar-
tet, and it is for precisely this reason that Manlove believes that Le Guin’s
basic philosophical outlook is a conservative one. Thus, for example, in
The Farthest Shore, Le Guin has one of the central characters, the “Arch-
mage,” express the following views: “The winds and seas, the powers of
water and earth and light, all that these do, and all that the beasts and
green things do, is well done, and rightly done. All these act within the
Equilibrium” (my emphasis). “But we,” the Archmage continues, “‘inso-
far as we have power over the world and over one another, we must learn
to do what the leaf and the whale and the wind do of their own nature. We
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must learn to keep the balance. Having intelligence, we must not act in ig-
norance. Having choice, we must not act without responsibility” (my em-
phasis).22 It is suggested here by Le Guin that, as in the case of the natu-
ral order, so also in that of the social order, generally speaking things are
what they are and they do what they do. More to the point, however, in
both cases things are what they ought to be and they do what they ought
to do. They act in accordance with the “laws” of their own nature, or as
their own essential nature dictates to them. In the case of the human be-
ings who inhabit the social order, these laws are of course moral laws.

Le Guin acknowledges that there is an important difference between
inanimate objects and nonhuman animate organisms on the one hand and
human beings on the other, namely, that human beings possess free-will.
Consequently, there is no physical or scientific (causal) necessity that they
will in fact act in accordance with the requirements of their own nature or
essence. This is a moral rather than a physical necessity which is placed
upon them. It is their duty, and it is always possible that they will fail to
do their duty. Nevertheless, despite this, Le Guin suggests that something
similar to the understanding of the natural world outlined above is also
appropriate for any attempt to understand the social world of Earthsea.
This, too, is populated by different individuals each of which, in addition
to being a human being, also possesses a determinate social identity, for
example, that of a “magician” or a “wizard.” Le Guin indicates that if
someone in that imaginary world does possess the identity of, say, a wiz-
ard then there is a certain pattern of conduct which is appropriate for
them. This identity in the society of Earthsea places moral constraints
upon them. They are obliged to carry out the duties associated with their
social identity or with their particular “station” in that imaginary society.
Similarly, or so the argument goes, Le Guin’s young readers are being en-
couraged by her to develop the character which they will need to carry
out the duties associated with the station which, in the future, they will
possess in their own society. Given this, it is again not too surprising that
Colin Manlove has claimed that the political message of The Earthsea
Quartet is a conservative one. There are times, Manlove argues, when Le
Guin’s writing puts one in mind of “the whole Renaissance emphasis on
nature and universal order,” and in particular of “Ulysses’s speech on de-
gree in Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida.”23 On this reading, then,
throughout the Earthsea Quartet Le Guin assumes that there is such a thing
as a “cosmic order” and enthusiastically endorses what Arthur O. Love-
joy has referred to as the idea of “The Great Chain of Being,” an idea
which is central to the worldview of traditional conservatism.24

There are two interesting possible responses which might be made to
this charge of conservatism, neither of which is successful in my view. The
first is to argue that Le Guin would not wish to apply the same “realist”
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principles which she thinks are necessary for an understanding of the nat-
ural world to the social sphere. As I have attempted to show elsewhere,
however, this argument does not work because there is in fact a striking
homology between Le Guin’s views on natural science and her views re-
garding questions of ethics.25 For example, in one of her essays Le Guin
argues that the world is not chaotic or random but ordered, and that the
order to be discerned in the world is not “one imposed by man or by a per-
sonal or humane deity.” She also draws a parallel between the realms of
ethics and science and insists that “true laws—ethical and aesthetic, as
surely as scientific—are not imposed from above by any authority, but ex-
ist in things and are to be found—discovered.”26 The second response is
to argue that a distinction might be made between Le Guin’s early fantasy
literature and her later science fiction, especially The Dispossessed, because
in that text at least Le Guin has a strong commitment to anarchism. In my
view, however, the views on education and the development of character
which underpins the Earthsea Quartet are also to be found in The Dispos-
sessed. Moreover, there is an affinity between both of these texts and a Bil-
dungsroman. There is, therefore, at least some truth in Manlove’s claim
that Le Guin’s outlook is conservative, even if that is not the whole story.

LE GUIN ON HUMAN NATURE AND THE SELF

In this section I will make some remarks about Le Guin’s understand-
ing of the self and the conception of human nature upon which it is
based. Throughout I will make the provisional assumption that for Le
Guin all “selves” are human beings and vice versa. This may seem a
strange assumption to make in a discussion of the views of the author
of works of science fiction. In the present context, however, we are only
interested in Le Guin’s views regarding those selves who also happen
to be human beings. Le Guin’s view of the self is similar to that of
Hegel, who thinks of the self as possessing a composite character. On
this view, all individual “selves” possess both “universal” and “partic-
ular” characteristics. For Le Guin, just as for Hegel, an individual self is
a complex, stratified entity possessing these different types of charac-
teristic features in synthetic combination with one another.27 The uni-
versal characteristics are those which all human beings possess in com-
mon, in virtue of which they are said to be “human.” These are
“essential” features which are captured in the definition of the concept
of a “human being.” The “particular” characteristics are what differen-
tiate one human being from another. They include a wide range of
things such as gender, race, religion, and so on. In the case of Hegel
those universal features which constitute the essence of what it is to be
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a human being might be said to be “natural,” whereas the particular
features which differentiate one human being from another are “con-
ventional,” that is to say historical or cultural.

It is clear from above that Hegel and Le Guin are neither extreme “re-
alists” nor extreme “constructivists” so far as their understanding of the
self is concerned. Indeed, their view of what it is for something to be a
“self” might be said to be a theoretical synthesis of the principles of real-
ism and constructivism. For they both think that in the case of any indi-
vidual self some of the characteristic features which constitute that self,
the particular ones, are socially “constructed,” whereas there is an impor-
tant sense in which others, the universal ones, are not. These universal
features are natural or “real.” It may be true that human beings can only
exist in society, that is to say, some society or other, and that these “hu-
man” characteristics can therefore only “emerge” in society. However, this
does not alter the fact that these features are universally to be found in all
human beings, and that they manifest themselves in the same way in all
societies everywhere. There is a sense, therefore, in which it might be said
that these characteristics are not socially constructed.

Whatever her views on the self might be, then, Le Guin does possess a
robustly “realist” view of human nature. Like Hegel, she thinks that so far
as their essential characteristics are concerned human beings are the same
in all societies and all cultures, in all times and in all places. This is not to
say that there are no differences at all between individual human beings
or selves. Nor is it to suggest that these differences are unimportant in
comparison with the similarities. It does, however, imply that Le Guin
would be resistant to the thesis associated with extreme social construc-
tivism, and with contemporary poststructuralism, that there are no simi-
larities at all but only differences. Just as she objects to this kind of con-
structivism in science and in ethics, so also Le Guin rejects it in the spheres
of psychology and anthropology.

Thus, for example, at one point Le Guin agrees with Carl Gustav Jung’s
view that as human beings “we are fundamentally alike; we all have the
same general tendencies and configurations in our psyche, just as we all
have the same general kind of lung and bones in our body. Human beings
all look roughly alike; they also think and feel alike. And they are all part
of the universe” (my emphasis).28 She maintains that “if Jung is right,”
then “we all have the same kind of dragons in our psyche, just as we all
have the same kind of heart and lungs in our body.” Thus, “nobody can
invent” a new psychic archetype “by taking thought, any more than he
can invent a new organ in his body.”29 But this, Le Guin continues, “is no
loss.” Rather, it is a “gain,” because it “means that we can communicate”
with one another. It means that “alienation isn’t the final human condi-
tion, since there is a vast common ground upon which we can meet, not
only rationally, but aesthetically, intuitively, emotionally.”30
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This does not mean, of course, that Le Guin attaches no importance to
the individual differences which make a particular self the particular self
or the “character” that it is. Far from it. However, although she does un-
doubtedly emphasize the importance of “character” and that which is “in-
dividual” and “particular” in human beings, nevertheless Le Guin is also
willing to accept that even an individual character like Virginia Woolf’s
“Mrs. Brown,” in addition to the personal idiosyncrasies which she pos-
sesses (and she would not be the particular character she is without those
idiosyncrasies), nevertheless also expresses something “eternal,” and
hence also universal, about what it is to be human. Mrs. Brown, Le Guin
observes “is human nature.” Consequently, she “changes only on the sur-
face.”31 For Le Guin the subject matter of any novel if it is to be good lit-
erature must be “the human condition.” In her view the theme of all nov-
els, whether or not these are works of science fiction, “is the subject,” or
“that which cannot be other than subject,” which for human beings is nec-
essarily “ourselves.”32

A consequence of this view is that for Le Guin the fundamental subject
matter of all novels, whether these be the classical works associated with
the literary realism of nineteenth century Europe or works of science fic-
tion today, is always the same. Insofar as it is a novel, the focus in The Dis-
possessed on developments in science and technology is therefore of sec-
ondary importance. Le Guin tells her readers that the human beings who
are its central characters just happen to “live in the universe as seen by
modern science, and in the world as transformed by modern technology.”
According to Le Guin this, and this alone, is the reason why science fic-
tion “remains distinct from the rest of fiction.”33 Writing in the 1970s Le
Guin acknowledged that this view was even then an unfashionable one.
In “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown,” referring to the constructivist cri-
tique of essentialism and of the idea of “human nature” advanced by the-
orists who were later to be associated with poststructuralism, Le Guin en-
quires “what is ‘human nature’ now, in 1975?” “Who dares,” she laments,
“to talk about it seriously?”34

If a more detailed picture of the view of human nature which is to be
found in Le Guin’s writings from the 1970s is required, then a good starting
point is her assumption that by nature human beings are destined to live a
moral life. Like the thinkers associated with social or ethical anarchism, as
well as the young Marx, Le Guin’s views on this subject are inspired ulti-
mately by those of the ancient Greeks, especially Aristotle’s idea that “man”
[sic] is by nature a social and political animal destined to live a life of justice
together with others in society. Like Aristotle, Le Guin associates the idea of
a fully developed human being with the possession of a virtuous character,
and the actualization of that potential which, in her view, all human beings
share to live together in harmonious fellowship with others, in a particular
moral community—although in her case, unlike that of Aristotle, without
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the need for any coercive law or system of punishment. This is not to say
that such a community would have no laws at all; only that the laws in
question would not need to be coercive. All that would be required to pro-
duce the spontaneous social order or harmony within such a fellowship
of equals is what the character Shevek refers to in The Dispossessed as the
principle of the “social conscience.” It should hardly need pointing out
that another important difference between Le Guin and Aristotle, of
course, is that like all social anarchists Le Guin believes in the natural
equality of all human beings.

Carol McGuirk has suggested that this view of human nature, which
Le Guin associates with anarchism, with which she identifies herself as
a political activist, and which she attributes to Shevek in The Dispos-
sessed, is clearly “utopian,” in the sense of being in some way unrealis-
tic or overly optimistic. As such it stands in a sharp contrast with the al-
legedly realistic and certainly more pessimistic or even cynical view of
human nature which, in the history of Western philosophy, has been as-
sociated with a long line of figures from the Callicles of Plato’s Gorgias,
through to Machiavelli, Hobbes, Nietzsche, and beyond. McGuirk ar-
gues that because of their shared “emphasis on the innate rationality
and altruism of human character,” Thomas More in his Utopia “sounds
very much like Odo, founder of Anarres,” something which makes The
Dispossessed a much “less ambiguous utopia” than its subtitle “would
suggest.”35 However, what McGuirk overlooks is that for Le Guin The
Dispossessed is a novel within which the account of life on Anarres con-
stitutes but one-half of the “story” as a whole. It would, therefore, be
quite wrong to suggest that qua novelist Le Guin’s should be identified
with those of her character Odo, no matter how much sympathy Le
Guin might have for those views insofar as she is an anarchist or a po-
litical activist.

The account offered so far has suggested that Le Guin subscribes to a
view of human nature which would be considered by some commenta-
tors (namely those who, like McGuirk, are in agreement with Callicles,
Machiavelli, Hobbes and Nietzsche) to be naïve, optimistic, impractical,
and “utopian.” But things are not quite as simple as this. For again, we
must distinguish between Le Guin the anarchist and Le Guin the novel-
ist. Insofar as Le Guin is a novelist, then it is arguable that she does not
see things in quite the same way. Here her views are somewhat more
complex. Why? We have seen that one aspect of Le Guin’s commitment
to Taoism is her appreciation of the necessary (dialectical) interrelation
and interaction of “opposites.” Thus for example, she acknowledges
that there can be no “light” without there being at the same time also
“darkness.” In A Wizard of Earthsea, Le Guin has the character “Master
Hand” say at one point that “[t]o light a candle is to cast a shadow.”36
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But Le Guin also applies this way of thinking to the idea of human na-
ture. As a novelist she is well aware that human nature, too, might be
said to have its “darker” side.

This way of thinking about human nature is exemplified very well in
one of Le Guin’s essays, which discusses the ideas of Carl Gustav Jung in
connection with a short story of Hans Christian Andersen and which,
tellingly, has the title “The Child and the Shadow.” According to Le Guin,
the shadow in question is “all that gets suppressed in the process of be-
coming a decent, civilized adult.” It therefore represents “man’s thwarted
selfishness, his unadmitted desires, the swearwords he never spoke, the
murders he didn’t commit.” The shadow is “the other side of our psyche,
the dark brother of the conscious mind. It is Cain, Caliban, Frankenstein’s
monster, Mr. Hyde. It is Vergil who guided Dante through hell, Gil-
gamesh’s friend Enkidu, Frodo’s enemy Gollum.”37 Rollin Lasseter has
perceptively observed that, in any discussion of Le Guin’s view of human
nature, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde immediately
springs to mind, especially Stevenson’s view that “man is not truly one,
but truly two,” and that those two are severed into “provinces of good
and ill which divide and compound man’s dual nature.” Like Stevenson,
Lasseter continues, Le Guin has also been fascinated with “the dual na-
ture of man.”38

For Le Guin the Jungian shadow is “the dark side of the soul” which ex-
ists in all human beings, and which is a necessary part of what it is that
makes them what they are, namely, “human.”39 This “monster” must be
considered to be “an integral part of the man,” or any individual human
being, and its existence “cannot be denied.”40 This is something which all
novelists must take into account when creating their characters. If they
wish the imaginary worlds which they create, and particularly the char-
acters with which they populate them, to be remotely “realistic,” then
even the “heroes” of the novels in question (like Shevek) must be por-
trayed in a way that bears these basic principles in mind. Otherwise they
will indeed become “cardboard cut out” figures—vehicles for the expres-
sion of abstract ideas of a utopian variety. For without this shadow a per-
son or a character is nothing. As Le Guin asks, “what is a body that casts
no shadow?” It is “nothing”—a “formlessness, two-dimensional, a comic-
strip character,”41 that is to say not a “character” at all in the strict sense
in which she understands that term. In Le Guin’s view if any individual
“wants to live in the real world,” (my emphasis) then that individual
“must admit that the hateful, the evil, exists within himself.”42 Moreover
for Le Guin, as for Jung, the process of psychological, emotional and
moral development which is associated with the biography of any individ-
ual human being necessarily involves, at some point, that the individual
in question should “confront” this shadow which in part makes him who
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her or she is, “to accept it as himself—as part of himself.”43 For this rea-
son the shadow might be said to be “the guide” that leads that individual
on the “journey to self-knowledge, to adulthood, to the light.”44

Le Guin is very clear that this “journey” is “not only a psychic one, but
a moral one,”45 having to do with personal growth and the development
of character.46 It is, therefore, also educational. Most “great fantasies,” she
says, for this reason “contain a very strong, striking moral dialectic” (my
emphasis). This is often expressed as “a struggle between the Darkness
and the Light,” which, she says, often trivializes things by making them
“sound simple.” Thus, “the tension between good and evil, light and
dark, is drawn absolutely clearly, as a battle, the good guys on the one
side and the bad guys on the other, cops and robbers, Christians and hea-
thens, heroes and villains.”47 In her view, however, this “simplistic moral-
ism”48 is highly misleading. For, as in the case of Greek tragic drama such
as the Oedipus Rex of Sophocles,49 to which Le Guin explicitly refers, the
“ethics” involved are “not simple at all,” but rather complex and contra-
dictory, without any clear indication or certainty regarding what exactly
is “good” and what is “evil,” what is “right” and what is “wrong,” in the
ethical dilemmas with which a good story ought to deal.50 Moreover, as
Hegel notes, the moral conflicts and tensions being portrayed occur not
just between the individual characters but also within the individual psy-
ches of those characters.51

Le Guin’s attitude toward this issue is neatly summarized in the fol-
lowing passage, which is worth quoting at length. In this passage Le Guin
is discussing children’s fantasy literature, specifically “fairy tales.” How-
ever, what she says here also has an application to science fiction, espe-
cially to The Dispossessed. “Evil, then,” she says, “appears in the fairy tale
not as something diametrically opposed to good, but as inextricably in-
volved with it, as in the Yang-Yin symbol. Neither is greater than the
other, nor can human reason and virtue separate one from the other and
choose between them. The hero or the heroine is the one who sees what is
appropriate it be done, because he or she sees the whole, which is greater
than either evil or good.”52

According to Le Guin, Hans Christian Andersen must be considered to
be “one of the great realists of literature” (my emphasis). precisely because
he was able to confront his own shadow. Like Shevek in The Dispossessed,
this shadow is “part of him, but not all of him, nor is he ruled by it.” More-
over, Andersen’s “creative genius” came “precisely from his acceptance
and cooperation with the dark side of his own soul.”53 Speaking more
generally Le Guin states that if an “artist,” specifically a novelist, tries to
ignore “evil” in this sense of the term then he or she “will never” achieve
success in their chosen task—“will never enter into the House of Light.”54

There is, therefore, something to be said for David Porter’s claim that for
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Le Guin “the unity and equilibrium of good and evil in human nature re-
flects on the individual scale the larger universal balance and interde-
pendence of opposites in the broader natural world.”55 Porter notes that
Le Guin’s works “abound with vivid examples of those who fail to com-
prehend themselves as the unification of opposites” (e.g., Haber in The
Lathe of Heaven).56 By contrast, he says, “those who see the unity behind
their own internal conflicts” become Le Guin’s “leading protagonists”
(e.g., Shevek in The Dispossessed).57

From the standpoint of this view of human nature, Shevek should not
be and is not portrayed as a model of virtue whose conduct is in no way
influenced by such base motivations as vanity, pride, selfishness, and so
on, which are so often associated with the concept of vice. On the contrary,
if the portrayal of his character is to be realistic Le Guin appreciates that,
in any given situation where he must decide what it is that he ought to do,
Shevek must be presented (like all of us) as having to confront these baser
impulses associated with his own shadow. According to Le Guin, the no-
tions of virtue and of vice are dialectically related. “Neither of them with-
out the other, can approach the truth” about the human condition.58 And
the task of the novelist just is to portray this moral “truth.”

For this reason I am unable to agree with Gregory Benford’s claim that
in The Dispossessed “the principal ignored problem of Anarres is the prob-
lem of evil and thus violence” (my emphasis).59 At least, in my view this
judgment requires a strong qualification. For although it may perhaps be
true that, strictly speaking, Le Guin does suggest that on the planet Anar-
res this is less of a problem than it is on Urras, nevertheless it could hardly
be said that in the novel which is The Dispossessed as a whole, or indeed as
we have seen elsewhere in her writings, she ignores this particular prob-
lem. Nor, therefore, is Benford correct to claim that for Le Guin “funda-
mentally, the real world does not matter” (my emphasis).60 Indeed, this
second judgment seems to me to be the very opposite of the truth.

One could think of the planet Urras in The Dispossessed as being the
“shadow” of the planet Anarres, in the technical sense in which Jung uses
the term. As such it represents that side or aspect of human nature which
Le Guin associates with “vice,” just as the planet Anarres might be thought
of as representing that side or aspect which she associates with “virtue,” or
that which is “good” in human beings. If one thinks, not in spatial or geo-
graphical terms, about the notions of utopia and dystopia, but rather in
terms which are psychic and/or ethical, then one might say that Anarres
and Urras between them represent that articulated totality or whole which
is an individual human being. From this point of view, each of the two plan-
ets in The Dispossessed, Anarres and Urras, is associated with a necessary
component element or part of what it is to be a human being, but neither on
its own will provide us with a sufficient characterization, if the intention is
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to write a novel which realistically portrays the complex reality of human
existence. Thought of in this way, although Shevek is certainly a citizen of
Anarres, and as Le Guin occasionally suggests therefore of “utopia,” nev-
ertheless if he is to be successfully portrayed as being potentially a real per-
son, a “character” in Le Guin’s sense of that term, then Le Guin the novel-
ist must make sure that he also carries within himself something of the
principle of Urras. For without that he would not be a convincing charac-
ter. Nor could he be plausibly presented as possessing the qualities which
are usually associated with “real” human beings.

Just like H. G. Wells, insofar as she is a novelist rather than a utopian
theorist, or writer of literary utopias, Le Guin appreciates that because of
what she considers to be the “imperfections” in human nature, no real live
human being could actually live in a sociological “utopia,”61 if by that
term one has in mind anything like an ideal or perfect society. A utopian
society would be a society of “angels,” not of human beings. This, I take
it, is what Brennan and Downs have in mind when they say that Shevek
could not “be completely at home in either society. To be true to himself,
he must, in Camus’ phrase, be ‘in revolt’ against both.” Consequently, he
“is not a typical Anarresti any more than he is a typical Urrasti.”62 As Ju-
dah Bierman has written, “in moving between two worlds, but always
keeping them both in his mind,” Shevek “demonstrates to the reader the
complementing strengths and weaknesses” of both Anarres and Urras.63

Brennan and Downs rightly associate this feature of The Dispossessed with
the fact that it is “novelistic rather than visionary” (my emphasis).64 In my
view, however, they go wrong when they claim that it is the “Odonian
planet” which is “ambiguous” because “it is not perfect, because it is a
utopia that comes to terms with man as he is—mortal, weak, and poten-
tially spiteful—rather than with man as he would be were he angelic” (my
emphasis).65 There is, of course, nothing wrong with the account which
Brennan and Downs offer of Le Guin’s views on human nature here, at
least insofar as she is a novelist. What does, however, seem to me to be
wrong is their claim that the planet Anarres is a “utopia” which “comes
to terms with man as he is.” In my view, it would be more accurate to say
that it is not the planet Anarres in The Dispossessed, but rather the novel it-
self (and, of course, its author) which attempts to come to terms with man
as he is. Indeed, it is arguable that for Le Guin Anarres is a utopian society
precisely because it does not come to terms with man as he is, whereas The
Dispossessed is not a utopian text precisely because it does do this. In short,
The Dispossessed is neither a literary “utopia” nor a “dystopia,” but a novel
which recognizes the contradictory utopian and dystopian impulses in
human nature and within each individual human psyche.

Margaret Esmonde has said that Jung describes the shadow as “the
dark half of the human totality,” (my emphasis) warning that one cannot
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omit the shadow that belongs to the light figure; for without it, this figure
lacks body and humanity.”66 Esmonde also maintains that for Jung “in the
empirical self, light and shadow form a paradoxical unity” (my emphasis).67

These remarks suggest an affinity between the views of Jung and those of
Hegel on the issue of the nature of the self. Indeed, as Esmonde points
out, Jung is the author of an essay entitled “The Phenomenology of the
Spirit in Fairy Tales.”68 Given her undoubted enthusiasm for the work of
Jung, this also brings Le Guin close to Hegel. According to Le Guin, “Jung
saw the ego, what we usually call the self, as only a part of the Self, the
part of it which we are consciously aware of.” This other “self,” or the
“Self” with a capital letter “S” is, she says, “transcendent, much larger
than the ego; it is not a private possession, but collective—that is, we
share it with all other human beings, and perhaps with all beings. It may
indeed be our link with what is called God.”69 Whether Le Guin is aware
of it or not, this Jungian way of thinking about the individual self in rela-
tion to some wider or universal Self is strikingly similar to that of Hegel.

In his Phenomenology of Spirit, published in 1807, Hegel refers at one
point to “the ‘I’ that is ‘We’ and the ‘We’ that is ‘I.’”70 Somewhat later,
Bakunin is recorded as having said “I don’t want to be ‘I,’ I want to be
‘We.’”71 On reading these words of Bakunin it is difficult not to think of
Hegel. It is also difficult not to think of the title of Zamyatin’s We. So far
as Hegel is concerned, I have suggested elsewhere that his remarks about
the notion of the “I” and that of the “We” in the Phenomenology can be
linked to his account of the dialectic of “mastery” and “slavery.”72 To be
more specific, the principle of the “I” is that of the “master,” which is the
principle of free self-consciousness and unrestrained individual liberty.
The principle of the “We,” on the other hand is that of the “slave,” which
here at least Hegel associates with the possession of a determinate social
identity, as a member of a particular society or ethical community at a par-
ticular time, and with carrying out the moral duties associated with one’s
“station” in that society, in virtue of which one possesses the identity
which one has. It might therefore be argued that for Hegel these two prin-
ciples of the “I” and the “We” are component elements in the psyche of all
individual human beings in all societies at all times and everywhere.

Carl Freedman has suggested that the Marxist (more accurately
Hegelian) aesthetics of Georg Lukács, especially his analysis of “the his-
torical novel,” is especially significant for those who are interested in sci-
ence fiction.73 According to Lukács’s reading of Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthet-
ics, there is a “classical heritage” in the history of aesthetics which
“consists in the great arts which depict man as a whole in the whole of so-
ciety.”74 Lukács maintains that this classical heritage, as it is understood
by Hegel, was inherited by Marx and Marxism, the aesthetics of which he
characterizes by the expression “proletarian humanism.” For this Marxist
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aesthetics the “object” of art is “to reconstruct the complete human per-
sonality and free it from the distortion and dismemberment to which it has
been subjected in class society.”75 It is by reference to this principle that
Marxism establishes a “bridge” back to the classics whilst at the same
time discovering “new classics in the thick of the literary struggles of our
own time.” In Lukács’s view, in the history of human civilization over the
last two millennia, from the ancient Greeks, through to Dante, Shake-
speare, Goethe, Balzac, and Tolstoy, all great writers have given “ade-
quate pictures of great periods of human development,” pictures which
are “signposts in the ideological battle fought for the restoration of the un-
broken human personality.”76 Lukács argues that those active in the
spheres of literature and politics address the same fundamental issues. In
literature “the central problem of realism” in the modern era is again that
of “the adequate presentation” of “the complete human personality,” just
as in politics the problem of the restoration of “the complete human per-
sonality” is the most important (indeed, the one and only) “social and his-
torical task” which “humanity has to solve.”77

According to Lukács’s understanding of Hegel’s aesthetics, the diremp-
tion in the human personality to be found in contemporary society, which
is associated with the phenomenon of “alienation,” exists because of the
“class divided” nature of that society. It is not a “natural” phenomenon.
Hence it is not a consequence of “the human condition,” observable in all
societies everywhere. On the contrary, it is a sociological phenomenon
which occurs only in a particular type of society. Thought of in this way,
the problem of alienation, or of “the divided self,” is a purely historical
problem. As such, it is a problem that could in principle be solved by a
radical transformation of existing society. This argument of Lukács’s is
based on a particular reading of Hegel’s philosophy in general, and of
Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics in particular, a reading which differs funda-
mentally from my own.

In my view the problem of alienation dealt with by both Hegel and
Lukács is relevant for a proper appreciation of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed.
It might be suggested, however, that it is not Lukács’s reading of Hegel (a
reading which is in certain respects strikingly similar to that developed in
France by Alexandre Kojève) but rather the alternative reading put for-
ward by Jean Wahl, and later inherited by Jean-Paul Sartre, which best
helps us to understand the way in which Le Guin thinks about this par-
ticular issue.78 For there are times when, just like Wahl and Sartre, but un-
like Lukács and Kojève, Le Guin suggests that the split in the human per-
sonality referred to earlier is an inevitable consequence of the human
condition. It is a natural rather than a purely sociological or historical phe-
nomenon and, as such, is something which could never be overcome. On
this reading of Hegel, the separation or internal division within the indi-
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vidual human personality which Lukács associates with the condition of
alienation is to be found in all human beings in all societies everywhere.
It is in the very nature of human beings that they possess such a divided
self. The human condition is inevitably one of alienation, understood in
just this sense. The phenomenon of alienation, therefore, should be asso-
ciated not with what Hegel refers to in his Phenomenology of Spirit as “the
unhappy consciousness” (the unhappiness of some consciousness) but
rather with the similar sounding though in fact fundamentally different
notion of “the unhappiness of consciousness” (the unhappiness of all con-
sciousness). It occurs not, as Lukács, Kojève, and Freedman suggest, be-
cause of the character of a particular type of human society, specifically (in
recent times) capitalist society,79 but rather because it is inherent in all so-
cieties and in the very nature of human existence. On this view the sepa-
ration of the particular part of the “self,” from that other part of the self
which is “universal” to which Hegel refers in his Phenomenology of Spirit,
is something which could never be historically transcended. There could
be no self which is not a divided self. In short, for Hegel there can be no
“I’ without there also being a “We,” just as there can be no “We” without
there also being an “I.”

It seems to me that it is this reading of Hegel’s philosophy, rather than
that of Lukács, Kojève, and Freedman, which is most relevant for anyone
seeking to understand Le Guin’s view of the self and their relevance for
The Dispossessed.80 For what is the psychic and ethical principle which Le
Guin associates with the planet Urras if it is not that of the “I”? And what
is the psychic and ethical principle which she associates with the planet
Anarres if it is not that of the “We”? And is this not why Le Guin attaches
so much importance to Zamyatin and his novel We, whilst at the same
time being critical of it because, with its exclusive focus on the principle
of the “I,” or of individual liberty and the absence of all restraint, includ-
ing that voluntary self-restraint which Le Guin associates with “morality”
and with moral “virtue,” it tells only one-half (the dystopian, nihilistic
half) of the “story” which is the human condition?

This suggests that just as for Hegel the notions of the “I” and the “We”
are abstractions which cannot even be thought of separately from one an-
other, let alone subsist independently of one another, so also for Le Guin
the same can be said for two planets, Anarres and Urras, and the utopian
and dystopian principles associated with them. Neither of these psychic
or ethical principles, considered in what could only ever be a relative iso-
lation from the other, is capable of an actual existence. Once again, there-
fore, Le Guin must be thought of as a quintessentially dialectical thinker.
But the important point, here, is that if we look at The Dispossessed in this
way then Anarres and Urras, or the complex of motivational principles as-
sociated with them, are indeed abstractions in Hegel’s technical sense of
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that term. Neither of them can even be thought of, let alone actually exist,
independently of the other. Each is necessary and neither is on its own
sufficient for a properly human existence. That is why it is impossible for
us to choose between them, and why we should approach the situation
with a “both-and” rather than an “either-or” mentality.

If we think of the concepts of utopia and dystopia in this way, then we
may say that according to Le Guin these two concepts and the motiva-
tional principles associated with them are both a part of the human condi-
tion precisely because they are both component elements of the self. More-
over, the conceptual duality of utopia/dystopia can be correlated to other
similar dualities such as those of altruism/egotism, optimism/pessimism,
being/having, wisdom/immaturity, age/youth, reason/passion, and so
on, thereby generating two sets of binary oppositions. Insofar as she is a
novelist, Le Guin is of the opinion that there is no reason to identify the hu-
man condition with either one or the other of these. Bearing this in mind we
may also say that, so far as Le Guin the novelist is concerned, the planets
Anarres and Urras in The Dispossessed might be seen as representing a uni-
fied ethical system structured around a cluster of such dualities, within
which the planet Anarres is associated with the “positive” poles of utopia/
altruism/optimism/being, and so on, whereas the planet Urras is associ-
ated with the “negative” poles of dystopia/egotism/pessimism and hav-
ing, and so on. From this standpoint, Phillip E. Smith is right to say that
in The Dispossessed Le Guin “tempers her optimism by clearly showing
that in human nature the will to dominance” is “a force co-equal” with the
“will to mutual aid.” According to Smith, the “political systems of each
planet,” correspond to “the cultural acceptance” of one or other of “these
two aspects of human nature.”81

As in the case of our knowledge of the natural world, and the example
of “Schrödinger’s Box” discussed earlier, Le Guin suggests that her task
as a novelist, so far as The Dispossessed is concerned, is to rise above this
situation, this “either-or” choice, and refuse to make it. It is to avoid both
horns of the dilemma by looking at the situation in a new way. Once we
recognize the complex and contradictory nature of the world generally,
including both the natural world (as demonstrated by quantum physics)
and that of the social world, more specifically the ethical life of human be-
ings, then we can appreciate that we do not have to make such an “either-
or” choice. We can confine ourselves simply to recognizing and indeed
embracing the “contradiction,” whilst in some way also seeking to recon-
cile ourselves to it. That way, Le Guin suggests, is where true wisdom lies.

In my view, then, Phillip E. Smith is wrong to suggest that Le Guin’s
“thesis” or her “political message” in The Dispossessed “is that the anar-
chism on Anarres, despite its imperfections, represents the best hope for
human political, moral, and evolutionary progress.”82 Insofar as she is an
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anarchist this may indeed be what Le Guin thinks. However, insofar as
The Dispossessed is not an anarchist tract but a novel about anarchism, or
about the life of an individual anarchist, Shevek, then Smith’s claim is at
best inaccurate. This is so because if the account offered above has any-
thing to be said for it then The Dispossessed could have no political mes-
sage at all—no “thesis” in the sense in which Smith uses this term. As a
novelist Le Guin does not have, or at least tries very hard not to have, a
preference for life on Annares in comparison with that on Urras. More-
over, Smith is also wrong to suggest that in the novel the Anarresti “have
forgotten” or do not know “the dichotomy in human nature.”83 For it
seems clear that for Le Guin the Anarresti (insofar as their conduct is in-
fluenced by the ethical ideals associated with Odonian anarchism) are in-
tended to represent just one dimension of what it is to be a human being,
and not both. And it is also clear that Le Guin herself, insofar as she is a
novelist, does not ignore or “forget” about the other aspect. Again that is
why The Dispossessed is best thought of as a novel rather than a literary
utopia.84

For Le Guin, then, the principle of social organization on Anarres cor-
responds to just one side or part of the self, the “better” side, the social,
cooperative, altruistic side, which undeniably exists. But it is still just one
side and not the whole story—even on Anarres. A human life in the sense
outlined here is not a cooperative life of the sort depicted on Anarres.
Rather, it is a complex and self-contradictory life which embraces the two
principles of social organization represented by Anarres and Urras (A-Io),
and which, therefore, is practically embodied on neither planet, or
nowhere. Perhaps, more accurately, one should say that it is practically
embodied on both planets in their conjunction with one another, or within
the “ethical system” of which the social systems of the two planets are the
component parts. Alternatively it might be said to be embodied on each
planet, although the tension between its component elements is mediated
differently on Anarres from the way in which it is mediated on Urras. So
just as on Anarres we find the principles of selfishness and greed operat-
ing (Sabul), so also on Urras not everyone is motivated by these same
principles. Again this is why according to Le Guin The Dispossessed should
be thought of as a novel and not a work of political theory or a political
pamphlet. As such it steadfastly refuses to “take sides.” At least it makes
a heroic effort not to do so. Although of course, as Le Guin herself occa-
sionally suggests, it is not clear that this effort entirely succeeds. Indeed,
one might say that the supreme practical embodiment of this contradic-
tion is in the central character of the novel, Shevek, who has a foot on both
planets, and who indeed traverses the ethical as well as the geographical
distance between them. It is precisely this which makes Shevek an indi-
vidual “character,” in Le Guin’s sense of that term, that is to say, someone
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who, despite being a fictitious person, is nevertheless intended by his cre-
ator to be a realistically portrayed human being.85
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Although, as we have seen, there is a conservative dimension to her
work as a creative writer, in other areas of her life Le Guin is un-

doubtedly on the “left” of the traditional political spectrum. It is not too
surprising, then, that in recent years she has been “claimed” both by ad-
herents of “postmodern anarchism,” such as Lewis Call,1 and by those
who associate themselves with the critical theory of the Frankfurt School,
like Carl Freedman.2 Since the “collapse of communism” in 1989 there has
been a welcome revival of interest in anarchism, both in theory and in
practice. And generally speaking I am sympathetic toward this recent his-
torical development. I consider myself to be on the “left, specifically an
extremely unorthodox type of Marxist, and have always been sympa-
thetic to the kind of “libertarian” approach to politics which is usually as-
sociated with anarchism, and consequently toward the idea of some kind
of rapprochement between Marxism and anarchism. In particular, without
being uncritical, I am broadly sympathetic toward anarchism as it is 
understood by Ursula Le Guin. Otherwise I would not have written this
book.

On the other hand, though, for reasons I have already given, it seems to
me that the ideas which underpin Le Guin’s commitment to anarchism
cannot be associated with poststructuralism or postmodernism. Whether
one is talking about Le Guin’s attitude toward questions of philosophy,
science, ethics, politics or aesthetics, it makes no difference. In my view, in
each case, Le Guin’s outlook is typically “modern” rather than “post-
modern,” although as I have also said I am not sure that the best way to
capture her outlook is by employing temporal categories of that kind. I
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find myself unable to accept, therefore, Lewis Call’s claim that Le Guin
can be located within the tradition of “postmodern anarchism.” Indeed,
this book might be considered to be a more or less systematic refutation
of that interpretation. In fact Le Guin’s views have much more in common
with the “classical anarchism” of the nineteenth century, the anarchism of
Bakunin, Proudhon, and Kropotkin, than they do with thinkers such as
Friedrich Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, Emmanuel Levinas, and Jacques
Derrida.

What about Freedman’s attempt to demonstrate an affinity between the
outlook of Le Guin and the critical theory of the Frankfurt School? I shall
discuss Freedman’s reading of Le Guin in some detail shortly. However,
let me say here that although I am critical of it, I think that Freedman’s at-
tempt as a Marxist to engage positively with the views of Le Guin is most
welcome. For Le Guin’s Marxist critics have not always been so construc-
tive, even those who read her from the standpoint of critical theory. And
this, I think, is a great pity. For Marxists and anarchists are involved in a
common project. Despite their differences they do also have at least some
things in common. And despite its weaknesses elsewhere there are some
areas at least where anarchism in general, and Le Guin’s version of it in
particular, have a great deal to offer to Marxism. Before turning to discuss
Freedman’s interpretation of Le Guin, therefore, I would like to say some-
thing about how Marxist commentators in the past have approached her
work.

MARXISM, LITERATURE, AND LE GUIN

The relationship between Le Guin and Marxism has not always been an
easy one. For as in the case of Zamyatin, some of Le Guin’s most forceful
critics in the past have been Marxists with an interest in science fiction.3
There are three criticisms in particular which have been made of Le Guin
by Marxist commentators. The first of these is that there is no strong sense
of the importance of political economy in her work for our understanding
of the things which she considers to be morally wrong, for example, the
American involvement in Vietnam which provides the background for
her The Word for World is Forest, which she published in 1972. The second
is because, as a result, Le Guin does not have much to offer when it comes
to the question of what those who are opposed to such things on ethical
grounds could actually do about them in practical terms, for example by
creating a political organization committed to opposing them.4 The third,
which I shall discuss at greater length, is that works like The Dispossessed
are not sufficiently “engaged” politically. The broad thrust of this last crit-
icism is twofold. First it is assumed that it is appropriate to evaluate a
work of fiction from the point of view of its contribution to the cause of
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producing a radical transformation of existing society. Does it make a pos-
itive contribution to the “class struggle” by raising the level of political
consciousness of its readers? Second it is claimed that when assessed in
this way, as in the case of Zamyatin’s We, Le Guin’s The Dispossessed can
be found wanting.

According to George Steiner, in the early years of the twentieth century,
before the Russian Revolution, Lenin took the view that all literature
should be partisan. In Lenin’s own words, “literature must become a part
of the general cause of the proletariat” or “a part of the organized, me-
thodical and unified labors” of the Russian Social Democratic Party. Lit-
erature, Lenin insisted, “must become party literature.” Lenin’s motto at
that time was “down with unpartisan littérateurs!”5 This is the attitude
which is usually associated with the movement known as “socialist real-
ism” in post-revolutionary Russia. It is also, of course, the attitude which
led to the persecution of the “heretic” Zamyatin and to his decision to
leave the Soviet Union and go into exile in Paris in the 1920s. Surprisingly,
this was also the attitude which somewhat later, and despite his philo-
sophical differences with “orthodox Marxism” over other issues, was
adopted by Jean-Paul Sartre.

As Istvan Csicsery-Ronay Jr. has noted, most of Le Guin’s Marxist critics
in the period immediately after the publication of The Dispossessed were as-
sociated with the journal Science Fiction Studies. In the 1970s and 1980s this
journal was, according to Csicsery-Ronay Jr., the “primary venue for neo-
Marxist criticism” of science fiction, especially whenever and wherever it
was guilty of “ideological complicity with established capitalist interests.”6

Key figures associated with the journal at the time were the editors Darko
Suvin and R. D. Mullen (who was not a Marxist), as well as Marc Angenot,
Peter Fitting, Carl Freedman, Frederic Jameson, and Tom Moylan. All of
these figures had an interest in Marxism and science fiction. However, they
wrote about science fiction, not from the standpoint of “orthodox Marx-
ism,” but rather from that of the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School.7
Broadly speaking, the difference between these two strands of thought
within the history of Marxism is that those theorists who are associated
with the Frankfurt School claim to be less “scientistic” (or as they would say
“positivistic”) than orthodox Marxists. They have a particular interest in
science and society, or the ethical and political issues raised by develop-
ments in science and technology. They are less hostile to the employment of
moral categories as a weapon of social criticism and subscribe to a form of
“ethical Marxism.” And they have a more positive attitude toward political
utopianism. Indeed, they maintain that even Marx himself might be said to
have had, if not a blue print for an ideal society, then at least some idea of
what a better world, morally speaking, would be like.8 From this point of
view then, as Csicsery-Ronay Jr. notes, science fiction and “the closely re-
lated genre of utopian fiction” have “deep affinities with Marxist thought.”

Conclusion: Le Guin’s Relevance for Political Theory Today 269



This is so because in both cases what we find is authors who have “been
concerned with imagining progressive alternatives to the status quo” which
often imply “critiques of contemporary conditions or possible future out-
comes of current social trends.”9

Similar views have also been expressed by Mark Rose and Hoda Zaki.
Rose contrasts science fiction with the writing of “fantasy.” In his view, “one
might call fantasy a conservative form, whereas in principle science fiction
might be called subversive” (my emphasis).10 Given that Le Guin has writ-
ten both works of fantasy and what most people consider to be works of sci-
ence fiction, this is an interesting judgment. However, it overlooks the fact
that a number of works of science fiction, perhaps even most, are not at all
radical or subversive of existing society. For example, this might be said of
the later works of Robert Heinlein.11 Indeed, if we consider the claim made
earlier that Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is a novel written in the tradition of
European realism, in the light of the views of Csicsery-Ronay Jr. and Rose,
then the appropriate conclusion would have to be that Le Guin does not
write what they consider to be science fiction at all. Nor, as a number of
commentators have pointed out, do many other writers who are usually
thought of as working within the genre of science fiction. From this point of
view, then, if science fiction is supposed to present its readers with a vision
of an alternative future which can be used to critically evaluate existing so-
ciety or societies, then the vast majority of works which are conventionally
thought of as falling into the category of science fiction must be said to be a
failure. Indeed, C. M. Kornbluth has argued, against the position adopted
by Csicsery-Ronay Jr. and Rose, that “the science fiction novel is not an im-
portant medium of social criticism” (my emphasis).12 This is a view which
is shared by both Basil Davenport and Keith Booker. For example Daven-
port has argued that “by and large science fiction has been at its least imag-
inative in inventing alternative societies, especially alternative good soci-
eties” (my emphasis).13 He also claims, in my view rightly, that “science
fiction has produced very few Utopias, and those not very imaginative, or
even tempting; it has done better with Utopias in reverse.”14 Similarly, as
we have seen, Booker has claimed that “in general dystopian fiction differs
from science fiction” (my emphasis) precisely because of “the specificity of
its attention to social and political critique.”15 There is, therefore, at least
some evidence to support Tom Moylan’s contention that “science fiction is
not essentially progressive or conservative,” and that “it does not automat-
ically come down on the side of angels or devils.”16

According to Csicsery-Ronay Jr., all of the Marxist theoreticians associ-
ated with Science Fiction Studies in the 1970s and 80s were interested in
contemporary culture, especially so called “popular culture” because of
its ideological implications as a vehicle for either sustaining or transform-
ing the class domination associated with contemporary (capitalist) social
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relations. Csicsery-Ronay Jr. maintains that central to the work of this
group was the idea, first systematically developed in the work of Tom
Moylan, of the “critical utopia.” The members of the group were inter-
ested in analyzing specific examples of such “critical utopias” because
they saw in them, not just a critique of the present, combined with some
discussion of a possible alternative future, but also a potential for the con-
struction of an alternative “resisting consciousness.” They therefore cast
about them in an attempt to identify “recent works” of science fiction”
that would fit into this category; worlds which would “criticize the status
quo” and offer hopeful alternatives,” thereby alerting their readers to “po-
tentially subversive works” whilst at the same time “cultivating radical
inspiration.”17 It was for this reason that members of the group took such
an interest Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, which rightly or wrongly they con-
sidered to be (or perhaps more accurately hoped would be) an example of
such a “critical utopia.”

It is not clear to me that these remarks of Csicsery-Ronay Jr. adequately
capture what Moylan has in mind by the notion of a “critical utopia.” Af-
ter all, even the earlier or more traditional literary utopias could be thought
of as possessing such a “critical” function. Why then should it be thought
to be necessary to conjoin the word “critical” with that of “utopia” in order
to characterize what is often claimed to be a new genre of “utopian” writ-
ing originating in the 1970s? The point of describing these later works as
“critical utopias” has, in fact, more to do with their literary form than it does
their sociopolitical content. They are “critical” utopias, not because they can
be used to criticize existing society, but rather because their authors are
considered to be self-critical. They are aware of the dangers of overenthusi-
astic utopian speculation. It must be conceded, however, that Moylan him-
self has a tendency, occasionally, to suggest that the works he refers to as
“critical utopias” are indeed “critical” for the very reason suggested by
Csicsery-Ronay Jr. So it could not be said that Csicsery-Ronay Jr. has
missed the point entirely. On one occasion, for example, Moylan follows
Herbert Marcuse and Ernst Bloch and identifies “the utopian imagination
as being part of that human activity which consists of imagining (and then
desiring) a way of life different from the one offered by the contemporary
social system.”18 Utopia therefore “represents a challenge to the dominant
ideology of a particular social system.” In Moylan’s view it is for this rea-
son that “[u]topian texts are counter-hegemonic.” As such they “tend to
undermine the degrading and totalitarian mechanisms of modern capital-
ism and centralized bureaucracy.” Moylan argues that “utopian writing”
like that of “Delany, Russ, Piercy, Le Guin, and others” (my emphasis) can
thus “be read as expressions of unfulfilled desire resisting the limitations
of the present system and breaking beyond with ‘figures of hope’ not yet
realized in our everyday lives.”19
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In response to this it might be suggested that if this were the only thing
which made the “utopias” written in the 1970s “critical” then it would be
difficult to understand why these utopias were at the time considered to
represent a new development in the history of utopian literature. It is only
if we focus our attention on questions relating to aesthetic form, specifi-
cally the fact that these texts are novels in the strict sense of the term, that
it is possible for us to properly understand their significance. It is pre-
cisely this which makes them self “critical”—or “critical” in a quite differ-
ent sense from that indicated by Csicsery-Ronay Jr. and also, occasionally,
by Moylan himself.

Although Le Guin’s Marxist critics in the 1970s and 1980s were not or-
thodox Marxists, the underlying attitude which informed their criticism
at the time was much the same as that of Sartre referred to earlier. As ex-
amples of this we may take the views of Frederic Jameson, Nadia Khouri,
and again Tom Moylan. Writing in the early 1970s, Jameson identified the
views of George Orr, one of the two central characters in Le Guin’s The
Lathe of Heaven, with Taoism whilst at the same time also attributing those
views to Le Guin. According to Jameson, Le Guin has a “predilection for
quietistic heroes.”20 Her “work as a whole is strongly pacifistic” and this
leads to a “valorization of an anti-political, anti-activistic stance.”21 Jame-
son also referred to the “temperamental opposition between the Tao-like
passivity of Orr and the obsession of Haber with apparently reforming
and ameliorating projects of all kinds,”22 suggesting that Le Guin herself
strongly identifies with the views expressed by Orr in the novel rather
than with those of Haber.23 In short, according to Jameson, The Lathe of
Heaven supports the view that, despite her evident fondness for “dialec-
tics,” something which as we have seen Le Guin has in common with Tao-
ism as she understands it, the political implications of Le Guin’s basic
philosophical outlook are obviously in some sense conservative. Precisely
because of their eschewal of didacticism and their refusal to condemn the
existing social and political order outright Le Guin’s writings, especially
The Dispossessed, tend, therefore, to preserve the status quo rather than con-
tribute toward the effort to radically transform it.

Similarly, writing in 1980, Nadia Khouri suggested that Le Guin re-
mains “stuck in her own aesthetic project.”24 Khouri’s critique of Le Guin
and her work, undertaken from the standpoint of orthodox Marxism, is a
particularly severe one. The Dispossessed, she maintains, has three “ideo-
logical stumbling blocks.” First there is its preoccupation with questions
of “moral philosophy” and its consequent belief that moral beliefs could
actually change the world (a belief which is evidently incompatible with
the basic assumptions of the materialist conception of history). Second
there is what Khouri, with some justification, characterizes as its “regres-
sive” understanding of “dialectics,” which is imbued with a “dynamism”
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which is more “apparent” than real. And third there is its “reduction of
the dialectic to binary oppositions with points of gravity congealed in
static equilibrium.” According to Khouri, Le Guin “seems incapable of
transcending these oppositions” and her way of thinking about “dialec-
tics” actually harks back “to closed and entropic models,” including that
of “the unhappy consciousness” of Hegel.25 In other words, by implica-
tion, Khouri argued that to be a novelist, in Le Guin’s sense of that term,
is in effect a petit-bourgeois self-indulgence, of very little political value so
far as Marxism’s emancipatory project is concerned.

Finally, as we saw earlier, Tom Moylan (writing in 1986) observed that
Le Guin’s writing style appears to have more in common with “the real-
ist novel or the tragedy rather than the utopia.”26 Not surprisingly, in
Moylan’s then view, this was a serious weakness in Le Guin and her
work.27 The Dispossessed is, Moylan maintained, “an apparently critical text
which asserts utopia and radical activism” (my emphasis), but is never-
theless “flawed” so far as its aspirations to be a utopia are concerned pre-
cisely because of its “compromise with the status quo.”28

All of these criticisms of Le Guin seem to me to rely on the principle
that those authors who do not unequivocally condemn existing society in
their writings must inevitably condone it. Such authors are, therefore,
clearly on the wrong side in the political struggle to radically transform
that society or to replace it with a new and better one. How could Le Guin
respond to such criticism? If, for example, we focus on Moylan’s critique,
it should, I think, be clear that in Le Guin’s opinion criticism of this kind
misses the point, and it does so because those who make it assume that,
when she wrote The Dispossessed, her intention was to write a literary
utopia, which could be used to critically valuate existing society, rather
than a novel about utopianism. What Moylan considers to be a flaw in Le
Guin could hardly be a flaw in her insofar as she is a novelist writing in
the realist tradition. On the contrary, it is a strength rather than a weak-
ness. So, if it is a flaw at all, then it could only be so insofar as she is a 
political activist, whose task is considered to be a didactic one, namely
that of raising the level of political consciousness of her readers by in-
structing them what to think, rather than to overcomplicate matters, or
weaken their political resolve, by presenting “both sides of the story” in
relation to the ethical dilemmas with which the novel deals. In the end,
then, Moylan’s then criticism amounted to the claim that when she wrote
The Dispossessed Le Guin was writing as a novelist rather than as a politi-
cal activist, specifically an anarchist. She was in effect wasting her time
writing novels, which “muddy the waters” because they do not clearly
take sides, rather than doing what she should have been doing, namely,
engaging in political activism and/or writing literary utopias which (even
if they are not detailed blueprints) are at least schematic outlines for ideal
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societies which might be used to critically evaluate existing ones. In short,
in the view of her Marxist critics Le Guin was then, like Zamyatin, an “un-
partisan littérateur” in Lenin’s sense of the term. It is, therefore, not at all
surprising that, as we saw earlier, Le Guin should have identified herself
so strongly with that other “internal émigré,” her literary predecessor 
Zamyatin, when subjected to criticism of this kind by some Marxists in
the 1970s and 1980s.

We have seen that Le Guin distinguishes between the didactic texts
which are produced by political activists, on the one hand, and the novels
which are produced by artists or creative writers on the other. As an au-
thor she thinks that didacticism “gets in the way.” It prevents one from
producing a good work of literature. Moreover the aesthetic criteria to be
adopted when evaluating texts as works of literature are quite different
from the political criteria which might be used to evaluate them as con-
tributions to the emancipatory project of transforming existing society. It
is for this reason that, in her opinion, Zamyatin’s We deserves praise as a
work of art, rather than condemnation for its suspect moral and political
views.

From Le Guin’s point of view, Jean-Paul Sartre’s understanding of the
nature and function of literature generally, and of the novel in particular,
would fall into the “preaching” or “moralizing” category. Le Guin would,
in my view, side with Zamyatin against Sartre and other Marxists over
this issue. The irony is that, as George Steiner notes, this brings Le Guin
into agreement with Frederick Engels, whose views on art and literature
are much more nuanced and not at all what one would expect from some-
one who is usually presented as a classic example of an orthodox Marxist.
Le Guin would, I think, accept Engels’s somewhat surprising assertion
that so far as a novel is concerned “there is no compulsion for the writer
to put into the reader’s hands the future historical resolution of the social
conflicts which he is depicting.”29 She would also accept Engels’s obser-
vation that “the more the opinions of the author remain hidden, the bet-
ter for the work of art.”30 Indeed, these remarks of Engels seem to me to
capture very well the understanding of art and literature which under-
pins Le Guin’s work generally. At least this was Le Guin’s aspiration
when she wrote The Dispossessed even if, as she herself occasionally ad-
mits, her efforts to achieve it were not entirely successful.

LE GUIN, SCIENCE FICTION, AND THE CRITICAL
THEORY OF THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL

One recent commentator who has not been as critical of Le Guin as Marx-
ists have in the past is Carl Freedman. Writing from the standpoint of the
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Frankfurt School, rather than that of orthodox Marxism, Freedman has
praised Le Guin both for her moral vision and for what he takes to be her
commitment to political “utopianism”—neither of which, in his opinion,
are incompatible with the outlook of a “critical theory” of society. Indeed,
Freedman’s interpretation of Le Guin might be read as an attempt to
“claim” her as an author who writes from a standpoint which is strikingly
similar not, as Lewis Call maintains, to contemporary postmodernism,
but to that of critical theory. Thus, for example, Freedman notes the “di-
alectical” or the “Hegelian” character of Shevek’s (and by implication Le
Guin’s) approach to science and scientific knowledge, as this is evidenced
by the General Temporal Theory referred to in The Dispossessed. Accord-
ing to Freedman’s interpretation of Le Guin “there ought,” so far as
Shevek’s General Temporal Theory is concerned, “to be no question of
choosing between simultaneity and sequency,” because each “becomes a
reified dogmatism to the degree that it is abstracted from the other.” What
is required, therefore, is a “unified approach” which “critically engages
both viewpoints, sublating them in the classically Hegelian sense of can-
celling them on one level while, on another, preserving them in a higher
and more complex synthesis.” For Le Guin, therefore, as Freedman un-
derstands her, the “dialectical approach” which is necessary for an ade-
quate understanding of the world generally has a clear application to “the
epistemology even of the physical sciences.”31

As I have noted, Freedman considers The Dispossessed to be a conse-
quence of Le Guin’s attempted “reinvention of the positive utopia” in the
1970s.32 In his view, The Dispossessed is “not only the central text in the post-
war American revival of the positive utopia, but, arguably, the most vital and
politically acute instance of the positive utopia yet produced, at least in the
English speaking tradition” (my emphasis).33 As such, it contains a definite
vision which might be used to criticize existing social conditions and sug-
gest a possible alternative future. At the same time, though, Freedman is
well aware that The Dispossessed is a novel. Indeed, he praises Le Guin’s
employment of this stylistic device because, in his view, it constitutes an
improvement on the form adopted by the authors of traditional utopias. It
enables Le Guin to more effectively realize her didactic intentions. Like a
number of other commentators, therefore, Freedman is of the opinion that,
even if it did not itself initiate a new development in the history of utopian
literature, namely, the birth of the utopian novel, Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed can at the very least be associated with that development. Although
it is indeed a novel, it is nonetheless legitimate to think of it as being also a
literary utopia, or a work of utopian literature.

According to Freedman, the fact that a work like The Dispossessed is a
novel rather than a more traditional literary utopia actually strengthens
rather than weakens its force as a critical instrument for the evaluation of
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existing society.34 In his view, the novel’s “insistence upon the unavoid-
able complexities and ambivalences of social organization” nevertheless
“coexists with a definite radical commitment” on the part of its author.35

This radical critique of existing society is something which, Freedman
maintains, brings Le Guin much closer to “critical, dialectical Marxist
thought” than to “the anarchist thought of the author’s own political lin-
eage.”36 Moreover, this critique is made possible for two reasons: firstly
because, unlike traditional literary utopias, works of science fiction like
The Dispossessed depict imagined alternative societies which can be clearly
“connected” historically to the present by a process of extrapolation; and
secondly because, again unlike a traditional literary utopia, being a novel,
Le Guin’s text possesses a dialogic rather than a monologic form.37

So far as the first of these points is concerned, Freedman acknowledges
his debt to Lukács’s discussion of “the historical novel,” which he ingen-
iously adapts to the analysis of the genre of science fiction.38 As Freedman
himself states, both works of science fiction and the historical novel, as
Lukács understands it, “manifest a radically critical impulse” (my em-
phasis). This is so because “both are radically dialectical and historicizing
literary tendencies.” Both genres, Freedman maintains, “operate by
means of a post-Hegelian dialectic of historical identity and historical dif-
ference.” That is to say, in both, “the empirical present of the reader and
of the text’s own production is put into contrast with an alternative sig-
nificantly different from the former, yet different in a way that remains ra-
tionally accountable.” In the historical novel, this “alternative to actual-
ity” is located in a knowable past, whereas in science fiction “the mundane
status quo shared by the author and reader is contrasted, while also con-
nected, to a potential future” (my emphasis).39

In my view, however, this particular explanation of what it is about the
genre of science fiction which makes it “critical” only works if it is as-
sumed that, so far as its intellectual content is concerned, science fiction
can be identified with dystopian political thought and writing. Freedman
suggests that it is the method of extrapolation, a method which is central to
dystopian science fiction, which allows us to evaluate a society in the
present by comparing it with some imagined and morally undesirable so-
ciety of the future, a possible future society which might come into exis-
tence if those tendencies observable in present society which the author
considers to be malign continue to operate unchecked. If there is any
utopian vision to be associated with writing of this kind, and some com-
mentators think that in principle there could be,40 then this is contained in
such texts only implicitly and not explicitly. Writing of this kind could not
be said to be overtly utopian. The type of critique associated with it is an
“immanent” or “negative” critique, rather than the “positive” type of cri-
tique associated with traditional works of utopian literature.
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It is clear from what Freedman says about Le Guin, however, that in his
opinion The Dispossessed is a “critical” text for a quite different reason
from this. It is critical not because, like dystopian works of science fiction,
it extrapolates undesirable trends existing in present society, but simply
because it contains a positive vision of a possible, ethically superior, alter-
native society in the future. In other words, it is critical because it is a
utopian rather than a dystopian work. The reason which Freedman gives
for thinking that science fiction in general is critical of existing society is,
therefore, quite different from the reason he gives for thinking that Le
Guin’s The Dispossessed is critical of existing society. In short, his analysis
of the significance of The Dispossessed for a “critical theory of society” does
not actually follow from his account of the critical character of science fic-
tion more generally. It suggests that in Freedman’s view what makes The
Dispossessed critical is the fact that it is a literary utopia rather than the fact
that it is a work of science fiction. Indeed, Freedman’s account actually
casts doubt on the status of The Dispossessed as a work of science fiction.

So far as the second point is concerned, namely, the issue of the dialogic
form of the novel in contrast to the monologic form of the traditional lit-
erary utopia, Freedman does not satisfactorily explain why we should
think of this dialogic form as being radical in terms of its potential for crit-
icizing existing social condition, or indeed why we should think of it as
being critical at all. It is true that a well-crafted novel is likely to touch the
sympathies of its readers and encourage them to engage with the moral
dilemmas with which it deals, in a way that the traditional literary utopia
does not. It is likely to “move” its readers in some sense of that term.
Freedman appears to think, however, that this will amount in practice to
readers being moved to “take sides,” or to act in a certain way, because
they will come to identify with just one of the two points of view which
are in collision with one another in the moral conflict being depicted in
the novel in question. This is certainly possible, of course; but it is by no
means inevitable. It is also possible that readers might be moved to take
the other side. Another possibility is that readers of a novel, whether this
be a historical novel or a work of science fiction, will be moved in the
tragic sense of identifying or empathizing with both sides at the same time.
In such circumstances it may well be the case that like Shakespeare’s Ham-
let, although they are certainly in some sense moved by what they have
read, they will nevertheless feel unable to take either one side or the other
and will, in consequence, be reduced to passivity so far as their involve-
ment in any similar moral conflicts in the present are concerned.

In his discussion of Le Guin, Freedman does not distinguish between
what I have referred to as Le Guin the anarchist political activist and Le
Guin the novelist. In his view there is just one Le Guin, who is consistently
both an activist and a novelist at the same time. Here, Freedman does not
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follow the lead of Georg Lukács. Referring to Sir Walter Scott, Lukács
states at one point that “undoubtedly there is a certain contradiction here
between Scott’s directly political views and his artistic world picture” (my
emphasis). For, Lukács continues, Scott too, like so many great realists,
such as Balzac or Tolstoy, “became a great realist despite his own political
and social views” (my emphasis).41 Here Lukács makes a clear distinction
between, on the one hand, Scott the novelist and Scott the “private” indi-
vidual. The former was a writer whose work was in practice, if not in the-
ory, informed by a profoundly “dialectical” approach to the problems of
human existence and who steadfastly refused, as an artist, to “take sides”
when portraying them in his writings. Consequently, Scott was compelled
by his artistic calling to have a certain degree of sympathy for the “vic-
tims” of historical and social “progress” whose lives he depicts in his nov-
els. The latter, on the other hand, certainly did take sides, and possessed
a political outlook which, according to Lukács, was quite typical of a late
eighteenth century English “conservative” or “honest Tory” gentleman.42

It is worth noting in this connection that H. G. Wells was of the opinion
that Sir Walter Scott “was a man of intensely conservative quality” (my em-
phasis). According to Wells, he “accepted willfully the established social
values about him” and “hardly had a doubt in him of what was right or
wrong.”43 Against this Lukács would have argued that Wells’s assessment
of Scott is true only of that “Scott” who was a nineteenth century Tory
gentleman, and not of the Scott who was a writer of historical novels.

If we take this distinction of Lukács and apply it to Le Guin, as the au-
thor of a science fiction novel, then as we have seen it becomes possible for
us to distinguish between Le Guin the private individual, who as a politi-
cal activist is, of course, not a conservative but an anarchist, and Le Guin
the novelist, who in a manner strikingly similar to Sir Walter Scott also
adopts a profoundly “dialectical” approach to the moral dilemmas with
which her work deals, and who, therefore, again like Scott, as an artist re-
fuses on principle to “take sides” when dramatizing them in her writings.

Freedman makes some extremely interesting remarks about the issue of
didacticism in Le Guin’s work.44 In his view, because Le Guin is indeed a
writer working in the utopian tradition it inevitably follows that she must
be “in some measure a didactic writer.” According to Freedman, “the di-
alectical complexity of The Dispossessed should not be confused with a re-
fusal to take sides. Indeed, far from resolving into any sort of Olympian
apoliticism which is ‘above’ politics, Le Guin’s text is able to enforce its an-
archo-communist political vision with special power precisely because of
its theoretical self-critique, and it is perhaps here that the novel’s greatest
achievement is located.”45 Unlike Le Guin, then, Freedman maintains that
a tendency toward didacticism should not be considered to be a weakness
in her writing. Far from it. The “didactic impulse,” he argues, is a “per-
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fectly legitimate component of artistic production.” As such it is “deval-
ued” only by the “precritical prejudices of a naively contemplative mid-
dle class aesthetic.”46

Freedman distinguishes between two quite different forms of didacti-
cism. Someone who is didactic in the first of these two senses is so in a
“narrow” and “an insufficiently critical way,” precisely because they
“fail” to be “dialectical.” This is the didacticism of the traditional literary
utopia, of which as we have seen Le Guin is critical. Someone who is di-
dactic in Freedman’s second sense certainly does “take sides,” but not in
such a crude way. In Le Guin’s case, for example, Freedman claims that
she does not “make things too easy” when presenting the anarchist vision
that she recommends to her readers in The Dispossessed. On the contrary
she is willing to “make things difficult for herself” by incorporating into
her text “as many rigorous objections to her own viewpoint as possible.”
She “prefers,” Freedman maintains, “on intellectual and aesthetic princi-
ple to make her case as strong as possible by not flinching from the most
cogent counter-arguments that might be mounted.” In this way Le Guin
has produced a text which “achieves a genuine critical victory,” and not
just “a formal win by default.”47 According to Freedman, then, there is no
logical inconsistency involved in maintaining both that The Dispossessed is
a “positive utopia” and that its author adopts a “dialectical” outlook on
the world; just as there is no contradiction involved in claiming that it is
a literary utopia as well as being a novel. Indeed, Freedman thinks that
The Dispossessed is much more successful in realizing its author’s didactic
intentions than earlier, more traditional literary utopias, precisely because
it is a novel rather than a political pamphlet or tract.

It cannot be denied that this is a plausible, as well as an interesting,
reading of Le Guin; a reading which transforms her adoption of a “di-
alectical” style of writing (that is to say, the fact that she chose to write a
novel rather than a traditional literary utopia) into an instrument, not just
for criticizing existing society, but also for recommending to her readers a
definite alternative to that society. On Freedman’s reading The Dispos-
sessed could indeed be considered to be both a novel and a literary utopia
at one and the same time. However, I am not so sure that when she wrote
The Dispossessed in the 1970s Le Guin herself would have agreed with
Freedman’s account of her position. Indeed, when making these remarks
Freedman seems to me to be defending Le Guin against herself. For al-
though her views on this subject are not always consistent, nevertheless a
case could be made for the view that Le Guin did not herself make a dis-
tinction between these two different forms of didacticism; that she con-
sidered all didacticism to be a bad thing; that she tried as hard as she
could to avoid it in her own work; that she recognized that there is at least
some substance to the criticism that her efforts to do this were not entirely
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successful; that she was, therefore, to some extent guilty of the charge of
didacticism; and, finally, that in her view this did indeed diminish the
quality of The Dispossessed, her novel, if it is evaluated by purely aesthetic
criteria, as a work of art.

Like Freedman’s interpretation, my own reading of Le Guin’s work
generally, and of The Dispossessed in particular, attaches decisive impor-
tance to the notion of “dialectics” and to the affinity which Le Guin’s
work has with Hegelianism. I agree with Freedman that Le Guin’s philo-
sophical outlook is indeed a “dialectical” one. In my view, however, her
adoption of the stylistic device of the novel is associated, not with an ef-
fort to be more successful in achieving her own didactic intentions but
rather, on the contrary, with an attempt to avoid didacticism altogether in
her own writing. From this point of view, then, The Dispossessed should
not be thought of as a “critical utopia,” or as a “positive utopia” as Freed-
man understands that expression. Indeed, it should not be thought of as
being a literary utopia at all.

It is interesting to compare Freedman’s “Hegelian” reading of Le Guin
with the spectrum of different possible interpretations of Hegel’s own
philosophy referred to earlier. That spectrum identified three different in-
terpretations of Hegel’s philosophy, namely, Left, Right, and Centrist
Hegelianism. But where does Freedman’s understanding of Hegel, and of
Le Guin, fit into this schema? The answer to this question is not entirely
clear. Given Freedman’s association of Le Guin with the critical theory of
the Frankfurt School it would seem that the kind of Hegelianism which he
considers to be present in her work is neither Right Hegelianism nor Cen-
trist Hegelianism. For in Freedman’s view The Dispossessed presents a rad-
ical critique of existing society and it does so because it contains a vision
of an alternative society in the future which is fundamentally different
from our own. On the other hand, however, it does not seem appropriate
to associate Le Guin with Left Hegelianism either, as the hallmark of Left
Hegelianism is its rejection of political utopianism on the grounds that
utopian writers assume that there is such a thing as a perfect or ideal so-
ciety which would, if it were ever achieved, necessarily remain static as it
would have no need to change.

Freedman’s Hegelian interpretation of Le Guin does not, therefore, fit
neatly into the categorical schema presented above. The type of critique of
existing society which Freedman associates with Le Guin and her work
appears to be associated with an abstract moral ideal, or a positive vision
of an alternative society which is morally superior to our own, and with
which our own society can be compared and found wanting. Such a cri-
tique might be said to be a transcendent rather than an immanent critique.
It is arguable, however, that the kind of critique which is (or ought to be)
associated with the outlook of the Frankfurt School is quite different from
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this. For the critique that is associated with “critical theory” is an imma-
nent rather than a transcendent critique—a negative rather than a positive
critique. From the standpoint of critical theory, therefore, any transcen-
dent critique of existing society of the kind which Freedman appears to at-
tribute to Le Guin would be “undialectical.”48 It is, therefore, arguable
that, as Freedman understands it, Le Guin’s approach to questions of
ethics and politics is not properly speaking a dialectical one at all.

My own interpretation of Le Guin, insofar as she is a novelist, associ-
ates her philosophical outlook with what I have referred to as Centrist
Hegelianism. In my view, if we are talking about Le Guin the novelist as
opposed to Le Guin the political activist then the interpretation of Hegel
which lies closest to her philosophical outlook is not one which is associ-
ated with a commitment to the radical transformation of existing society,
but rather (as in the case of Taoism) with a conservative attitude of resig-
nation or of reconciliation with that society and with the world generally.
It is for this reason that The Dispossessed is best thought of as a novel rather
than a literary utopia. For that is the genre of writing which is most ap-
propriate for an author with such an outlook.

Earlier I cited Freedman’s claim that for Le Guin “there ought,” as far
as Shevek’s General Temporal Theory is concerned, “to be no question of
choosing between simultaneity and sequency,” because each “becomes a
reified dogmatism to the degree that it is abstracted from the other.” What
is required, therefore, is a “unified approach” which “critically engages
both viewpoints, sublating them in the classically Hegelian sense of can-
celling them on one level while, on another, preserving them in a higher
and more complex synthesis.” For Le Guin, therefore, as Freedman un-
derstands her, the “dialectical approach” to the world generally applies to
“the epistemology even of the physical sciences.”49 Thus far, Freedman’s
reading of Le Guin seems to me to be absolutely correct. However, con-
sidered from the standpoint of a Centrist Hegelian interpretation of The
Dispossessed, it is noteworthy that what Freedman does not do in his dis-
cussion of Le Guin is appreciate that a similar line of reasoning might also
be applied to Le Guin’s understanding of the social systems on Anarres
and Urras and their respective moral values. Thus, for example, it is pos-
sible to take the remarks cited above and substitute the words “Anarres”
and “Urras” for the words “simultaneity” and “sequency” within them. If
we do this then we get the following result, which seems to me to accu-
rately capture Le Guin’s views with respect to this issue. The revised ver-
sion runs as follows: “there ought to be no question of choosing between
Anarres and Urras,” because each “becomes a reified dogmatism to the
degree that it is abstracted from the other.” What is required therefore, in
their case also, is a “unified approach” which “critically engages both
viewpoints, sublating them in the classically Hegelian sense of cancelling
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them on one level while, on another, preserving them in a higher and
more complex synthesis.” This, I think, is precisely what Le Guin does in
The Dispossessed, and that is why the text should be thought of as a novel
(in Le Guin’s sense of that term) about utopianism in politics rather than,
as Freedman suggests, some kind of literary utopia. Although Freedman
would not agree with me, in my view his insistence that Le Guin is indeed
a “utopian artist” and in consequence someone who does commit herself
to “choosing” the society of Anarres in preference to that of Urras, is an
indication that he has not consistently applied his own (basically correct)
understanding of the dialectical approach to questions of science (and the
world generally) which underpins The Dispossessed to his analysis of Le
Guin’s views on ethics and politics. Nor does he appreciate that for Le
Guin it is the novel and not the literary utopia which is the most appro-
priate aesthetic form for someone with such a “dialectical” outlook. If Le
Guin the political activist does indeed make the choice which Freedman
attributes to her, and opts for anarchism, Le Guin the novelist feels unable
to do so.

LE GUIN, CLASSICAL ANARCHISM, AND ETHICAL MARXISM

The above remarks are intended to apply only to Le Guin insofar as she is
a novelist and not to her insofar as she is an anarchist. They amount to
saying that although there are some similarities between Le Guin’s philo-
sophical outlook and that of critical theory, nevertheless there are also
some fundamentally important differences. Despite the fact that Le
Guin’s views do have an affinity with those of Hegel, then, this is not
enough to justify Freedman’s claim that her outlook is basically the same
as that of the critical theory of the Frankfurt School.

It seems to me, however, that the case for claiming that, insofar as she
is an anarchist, Le Guin’s ethical vision is similar to that of the Frankfurt
School, or of “ethical Marxism” is a much stronger one.50 We saw earlier
that central to this anarchist ethical vision is the assumption, which Le
Guin considers to be “essential,” that “we” human beings “are not ob-
jects” but “subjects.” Hence, “whoever among us treats us as objects is
acting inhumanly, wrongly, against nature.”51 Le Guin insists that “if you
deny any affinity with another person or kind of person, if you declare it
to be wholly different from yourself” then you inevitably deny its “spiri-
tual equality” and hence also its “human reality.” In her view, “the only
possible relationship” we could have with an “other” which is thought of
in this way is “a power relationship” and not an ethical one.52 Le Guin’s
criticism of those who seek to “objectify” others, to reduce them to the sta-
tus of a “thing,” a “tool,” or an “instrument,” in short to “enslave” them,
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has an obvious affinity with the Frankfurt School’s rejection of the princi-
ple of “instrumental rationality.” It also has an affinity with the notion of
“alienation,” as this is developed in the writings of the young Marx, es-
pecially the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. Like Marx she
thinks that if you have alienated another person in this way then you have
also “alienated yourself,” and have in consequence “fatally impoverished
your own reality” as a human being, as a moral being.53

This is not to say, however, that Le Guin’s views on this subject must
have been derived as a consequence of her critical engagement with
Marxism. That is certainly possible, of course. However it is also possible
that they were derived independently. For these ideas can also be found
in the classical anarchist tradition, especially in the writings of Mikhail
Bakunin. And in the case of both Marxism and anarchism they can be
traced back to a joint source, namely, German philosophy at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries, especially the moral
philosophies of Kant and Hegel. This is one of the reasons why Le Guin
should be thought of as a “modern” rather than a “postmodern” anarchist
so far as questions of ethics and politics are concerned.

If someone is a creative writer and an artist, whilst at the same time also
being committed to a particular ideological position in politics, whether
this is Marxism or anarchism, it is inevitable that this will create tensions.
To the extent that one overtly preaches a particular political message in
one’s work, to that extent the value of the work in question as a work of
art will be diminished. To the extent that one is keen to preserve the in-
tegrity of a novel as a work of art, to that extent it is inevitable that one’s
own political commitments will become diluted in the process. Le Guin
has been criticized in the past from both sides, both by those who think
that she is overly didactic in her work and by those who think that her
work is not sufficiently committed when it comes to raising the level of
political consciousness of her readers. In the case of The Dispossessed, in
my view it is arguable that she gets the balance about right. The political
significance of The Dispossessed is not so much that Le Guin tells her read-
ers what to think and offers them the “right answers” to the moral and po-
litical problems with which it deals. How could she do that, given that her
intention was to write a novel and not a political pamphlet? It is, rather,
that Le Guin engages her readers with these problems, and encourages
them to think for themselves about them.

Perhaps the most important thing about Le Guin’s work is the fact that
it stimulates and encourages her readers to think in ethical terms, some-
thing which in the young especially Le Guin considers to be an important
contribution to the development of character or virtue. In particular, in
both her “children’s” literature and in her science fiction Le Guin seeks to
stimulate and encourage the development of the creative imagination, the
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ability that in her view all human beings natively possess to imagine en-
tire “worlds” which are radically different from and ethically superior to
our own. To encourage this is, of course, is at the same time to suggest that
there might also be a possible alternative future for our own world. Al-
though Le Guin the novelist would disagree, this is where the political
significance of Le Guin’s work as a creative artist truly lies.

This is an attitude which puts one in mind of the work of Herbert Mar-
cuse in the area of aesthetics and politics.54 In a marvellous essay entitled
“Why are Americans Afraid of Dragons?” which might have been inspired
by the humanist Marxism of Erich Fromm,55 a one-time member of the
Frankfurt School, Le Guin neatly summarizes what she considers to be the
political significance of her own work. “[A]n adult,” she says, “is not a dead
child but a child who survived. I believe all the best faculties of a mature
human being exist in the child and that if these faculties are encouraged in
youth they will act well and wisely in the adult, but if they are repressed
and denied in the child they will stunt and cripple the adult personality.
And finally, I believe that one of the most deeply human, and humane, of
these faculties is the power of imagination: so it is our pleasant duty, as li-
brarians, or teachers, or parents, or writers, or simply as grownups, to en-
courage the development of that faculty of the imagination in our children,
to encourage it to grow freely, to flourish like the green bay tree, by giving
it the best, absolutely the best and purest, nourishment that it can absorb.
And never, under any circumstances, to squelch it, or sneer at it, or imply
that it is childish, or unmanly, or untrue. For fantasy is true, of course. It
isn’t factual, but it is true. Children know that. Adults know it too, and that
is precisely why many of them are afraid of fantasy. They know that its
truth challenges, even threatens, all that is false, all that is phony, unneces-
sary and trivial in the life they have let themselves be forced into living.
They are afraid of dragons because they are afraid of freedom.”56 These re-
marks, first published in 1974, the same year as The Dispossessed, remain as
valid today as they were then. In my view, no matter what legitimate criti-
cisms might be brought against Ursula K. Le Guin or against anarchism in
other areas, a Marxism that does not feel able to respond positively to such
sentiments, a Marxism which is not both a libertarian and an ethical Marx-
ism, has definitely lost its way.

The criticisms made of Le Guin by Marxists when she first published
The Dispossessed may have appeared to possess greater force thirty years
ago than they do now. At that time, with the exception of the Frankfurt
School, Marxists had a tendency to think that they should be opposed on
principle to any kind of ethical critique of capitalism, or to any kind of
utopian speculation, both of which were considered to be irredeemably
“bourgeois.” The fact that Le Guin was and is a self-professed anarchist
cut no ice with her then critics, who considered anarchism to be nothing
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more than a form of pseudo-radical liberalism. Today however, post 1989,
such criticisms seem much less persuasive. Happily, those who still con-
sider themselves to be Marxists are on the whole much less sectarian and
much more sympathetic to Le Guin than Marxists have been in the past.
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