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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on some of the science fiction works of Ursula K. Le Guin and how 

she introduces political issues into her novels. Le Guin is an anarchist and a Taoist and 

that combination of perspectives colours many of her novels. She belives that capitalism 

has become normalised to the degree that it is sometimes difficult to imagine it ever 

coming to an end. There she echoes the concept of Capitalist Realism. She, however, 

belives that works of science fiction can help combat this failure of imagination by 

authors imagining a world beyond capitalism or a world where it never happened like in 

her novel The Left Hand of Darkness. She is, however, not a believer in a traditional 

Utopia. In her novel The Lathe of Heaven Le Guin argues the dangers of a Utopia that 

an single person dreams up. The danger she belives comes from these constructions is 

that a single person cannot have the perspective needed to build a satisfactory Utopia for 

everyone. An additional critique she makes of the concept is the fact that even if your 

ideas are indeed perfect, they will get lost in translation as people will interprete them 

differently. Her response to that was creating the “Ambigious Utopia“ of the novel The 

Dispossessed. The Utopia depicted in this novel embodies many of Le Guin‘s own 

anarchist values but she intentionally writes the society as having issues that only a 

handful of people can see and fight against. It is a Utopia that is still being molded by 

communal effort of people that live within it. Le Guin is passionate about her science 

fiction stories being human stories first and foremost. She is, therefore, careful to 

include realistic characters to experience the worlds she creates, both positives and 

negatives. 
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Introduction 

  

Ursula K. Le Guin is one of the most important science fiction writers of the 

20th-century. Her works are greatly informed by anarchist politics and the works, 

therefore, are very concerned with hierarchy of the kinds that are produced by, for 

example, patriarchy or under capitalism. As a science fiction author, she uses the toolkit 

handed to her by the science fiction tradition to explore these issues. Notably she makes 

great use of the concept of Utopia. But as we shall see she subverts the genre and in the 

process possibly makes something more effective than the simple Utopia. It is very clear 

that Le Guin believes in the power of literary fiction to change the world. As she 

worded it herself: 

“We live in capitalism, its power seems inescapable — but then, so did the divine right 

of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance 

and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words.” ("Full Speech: 

Ursula K. Le Guin’s Passionate Defence of Art over Profits," 00:10:10 - 00:10:47). 

Therefore, free speech in general, but especially in art, is a crucial topic in her writing. It 

is a topic that comes up repeatedly and is essential in illustrating how she sees art as a 

force for change in the world. The quote about the power of capitalism feeling like it is 

inescapable is reminiscent of the work of political theorist Mark Fisher in his book 

Capitalist Realism. We will, therefore, elucidate what the term capitalist realism means 

and how Le Guin’s novels can be a potential antidote to the feelings created by the 

phenomenon. Then we will look at Utopia and the flaws that Le Guin sees in the 

creation of the traditional Utopia that is usually from the mind of a single person by 

looking at her novel The Lathe of Heaven. We then look at Le Guin’s self-criticism by 

looking at her novel The Dispossessed, in which Le Guin lays out her own Utopia and 

then mercilessly starts poking holes in it, finding flaws in her perfect society. Those 

flaws include sexism and challenges to free speech. The heart of this essay is the above 

quote about how art can help resist the feeling of capitalism being inescapable by the 

creation of alternative realities. The focus of this essay will be on how she came to those 

conclusions, why the power of capitalism seems inescapable, and whether is it true that 

artistic expression can change that fact. Included in that is how Le Guin implements her 

change-making messages in her novels without them losing their essence as stories and 
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becoming too preachy and didactic, and what those messages are and, importantly, are 

not.  

 

Le Guin’s Views 

It is rare to find Le Guin talk overtly about her political leanings. There are, of 

course, quotes like the one above where she seems to reject the capitalist economic 

system. Lewis Call, anarchist critic, finds that enough, saying “Her frequent critiques 

of state power, coupled with her rejection of capitalism and her obvious fascination 

with alternative systems of political economy, are sufficient to place her within the 

anarchist tradition” (Call). Her most focused depiction of anarchism can be found in 

her novel The Dispossessed where she imagines a society based on the ideas of, 

among others, Marx, Kropotkin, Goldman, and Shelley. (Le Guin, “Mrs. Brown” 

111). As we shall see further on, Le Guin finds that some problems arise with the 

implementation of their ideology. It is, however, safe to say that the depiction of 

anarchism in the novel is positive overall, as it depicts Anarchist society as one that 

has, for example, more equality between the sexes than contemporary capitalist 

society, along with other notable positive changes from what the average 

contemporary reader is used to.  

However, the philosophy that Le Guin is unambiguously positive in the 

depiction of is Taoism. In an interview Le Guin had this to say on her views on 

Taoism: “I am profoundly interested in both Taoism and Buddhism” and that “Taoism 

gave me a handle on how to look at life and how to lead it when I was an adolescent” 

(The Art of Fiction ). It is then no surprise that Taoist themes show up in many of her 

books and many of her heroes embody Taoist principles. Genly Ai, the protagonist from 

The Left Hand of Darkness is one such hero. Ai is “familiar with Taoist principles” 

(Cummins 160). An indication of how important Taoism is to Genly Ai’s character is 

that at the climax of the story, where Ai finally accepts and loves his counterpart, 

Estraven as a whole person, he presents him with a Yin-yang symbol (Barbour). 

 Along with the main character being a Taoist, the novel is also filled with 

Taoist imagery. Much of that imagery has to do with the blending of light and darkness 

and light and darkness being neither inherently good nor inherently bad (Barbour). This 
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interplay of light and darkness and those elements “sharing the world and apprehension 

of it” is a deeply Taoist insight (Barbour). In very basic terms, this insight means that 

humans are complex creatures that have both good and bad inside them. It is insights 

like this that have Le Guin stay away from simplistic solutions to human problems 

(Barbour). Taoism especially is a big factor in how Le Guin sees the world and that is a 

theme that is all over her fiction. Le Guin being an adherent of these two ideologies, it 

should, therefore, not come as a surprise that they heavily colour Le Guin’s forays into 

the world of Utopia building and how she deals with the problem of imagining a world 

beyond capitalism.  

 

Capitalist Realism and The Left Hand of Darkness 

As was mentioned in the introduction, when Le Guin said that capitalism seems 

inescapable, it is reminiscent of the works of political theorist Mark Fisher. In his book, 

Capitalist Realism Fisher discusses a trend in media where many recent works of fiction 

that are set in the future seem to assume the continuation of capitalism. That, essentially, 

it was “easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism” (Fisher 1). 

Fisher claims that the majority of events that lead to the pervasive sense of capitalism 

happened in the ‘80s. Mainly the rise of neoliberalism, with associated events such as 

Thatcher’s breaking of the miner’s strike and, of course, the fall of the Soviet Union at 

the end of the decade (Fisher 7). Fisher bases his theory upon the work of Frederic 

Jameson. Jameson attributed the sense that nothing truly new could be produced due to 

Postmodernism leading to a culture “dominated by pastiche and revivalism” (Fisher 6).  

The difference in these two theories is the ubiquity of capitalist realism in a post-soviet 

world (Fisher 7). Most of Le Guin’s famous work was written in the ‘60s and the ‘70s, 

before the ubiquity of Capitalist realism, she should, therefore, have been freer of its 

influence and more able to imagine a world that goes beyond capitalist realism. The fact 

that Le Guin said in her 2014 acceptance speech that the “power of capitalism can seem 

inescapable” but that “change often comes from art, especially our art, the art of words”. 

Judging from this quote it seems that Le Guin was aware of this issue and it does seem 

like an explicit challenge to the power of capitalist realism. The challenge itself in 

fiction is one of the ways that fiction can make a difference: 
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any number of radical theorists from Brecht through to Foucault and Badiou 

have maintained, emancipatory politics must always destroy the appearance of a 

‘natural order’, must reveal what is presented as necessary and inevitable to be a 

mere contingency, just as it must make what was previously deemed to be 

impossible seem attainable. (Fisher 17). 

 

 The toolbox of Science Fiction is particularly well stocked for the deconstruction of 

natural order because of the option of creating a thought experiment. The thought 

experiment of The Left Hand of Darkness is a good example of this as it is an 

experiment in something that is heavily ingrained in western cultures, that of specific 

gender roles. The novel at the time was meant as a look at relations between cis men 

and women but genderqueer people find something for them in the depictions of gender 

in the novel as well, imperfect though it may be (Parrott). 

It can, therefore, be said that in a way, Le Guin’s works are an antidote to capitalist 

realism. A great example of this can also be found in the Left Hand of Darkness, which, 

as Frederic Jameson argues, happens in a world where electricity and many modern 

appliances were invented at least three thousand years ago, but the world never went 

through an industrial revolution or developed capitalism (Jameson). The power structure 

in the two leading nations on Winter are feudal in nature. Jameson contends that The Left 

Hand of Darkness is an attempt to “reimagine history” (Jameson). Le Guin, therefore, 

attacks the roots of capitalist realism by creating a world that never had it to begin with.  

Le Guin is aiming and encouraging others to make alternatives seem possible. The fact 

that her worlds are not resource-heavy adds to the fact that the worlds seem doable. As 

opposed to other science fiction universes like “The Culture” that fantasizes about a 

world so far from our own world that it might as well be fantasy.  

 

Defining Utopia 

A Utopia is use of satire to critique a current system of living through the 

designing of a fictional, perfect world that shows the reader the weaknesses of their own 

world in comparison (A. Roberts preface).  The name Utopia is a reference to a 1516 

book by Sir Thomas More, in which he envisaged a world arranged along rational 

means, where goods are shared, people are well educated and generally happy (A. 
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Roberts Ch. 3). The importance of which is that he did so systematically (A. Roberts 

Ch. 3).  

The book is highly didactic, with Utopia sharing all possible geographical features with 

England, but its ideology is informed by traditional Catholicism (A. Roberts Ch. 3). The 

society is, therefore, highly restrictive in the way that one can expect from devout 

Catholics of the era, and these social restrictions would have to be put in place to build 

the Utopia. When Utopias were being first developed, they had a prescriptive quality. 

The author was generally dreaming of how society should be run. Since then, there have 

been countless Utopias dreamt up by writers. However, science fiction writer Raymond 

Williams divides them into four general types that however sometimes overlap 

(Williams). Those are Paradise, where happier life simply exists somewhere else, the 

externally altered world where a natural event makes the Utopia possible, the willed 

transformation in which a new kind of life has been achieved by human effort and 

lastly, the technological transformation in which the Utopia is made possible through 

technological discovery. Sometimes these elements overlap (Williams).   

 

The Lathe of Heaven, The Jungle and Literature as a Change in the World  

Expanding on that requires a brief synopsis of The Lathe of Heaven so let us turn 

to that now. The main character, George Orr, is a mild-mannered man that is sent to a 

therapist for his addiction to stimulants. The therapist, named Dr. Haber, a strong-willed 

character, extracts from George the admission that sometimes when he dreams, the 

outside world changes in accordance with those dreams, with most people not noticing 

the changes. George is traumatized by this experience, resulting in him using stimulants 

to keep himself awake. After assessing the validity of George’s claim and finding that 

he is telling the truth, Dr. Haber sets out to control George’s dreams through hypnosis 

and a machine of his own invention that he calls ‘The Augmentor’. This device can 

stimulate and record brain activity, in an effort to also control the effect those dreams 

have on the world. Haber, through his control of Orr’s dreams, sets out to fix the various 

issues he sees in the world around him. George tries to resist this as he is not at all 

interested in changing the world, but Haber’s authority over him and stronger will 

initially triumph.  

Among the problems Haber tackles are overpopulation and war, as well as 

making himself a director of a research institute and giving himself a new office 
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building. The overpopulation problem he solves by changing reality so that sometime in 

the recent past a plague reduced the world’s population by six billion people. This is by 

all accounts Haber’s intended outcome and what he thinks is best. His solution of the 

second problem, the problem of war, is a little out of left field as he leaves it up to 

George’s interpretation, as he simply asks him to dream of “peace among men” (Le 

Guin, Lathe 84). The problem is solved by an alien force invading earth, uniting all of 

earth against the common enemy (Le Guin, Lathe 84). 

Adam Roberts in The History of Science Fiction notes that the Le Guin’s book The 

Lathe of Heaven can be interpreted as the expression of the danger of the creative 

imagination and its power to change the world. (A. Roberts Ch. 12). 

Elizabeth Cummins believes that Dr. Haber operates by three primary principles, 

“The proper study of mankind is man; The greatest good for the greatest number; and 

the end justifies the means” (Cummins 158).  He puts those principles into place 

through his work with George. He, as a man, knows in what condition people are 

happiest, so he rationally calculates that there is a maximum number of people that can 

live comfortably on earth and uses the plague to reach this number. The fact that around 

six billion people died, is insignificant because the ends justify the means (Cummins 

158). Orr on the other hand rejects this logic and argues that “man is not measure of all 

things; that is a single individual is not significant, nothing is; and that the means are the 

ends” (Cummins 158). Like how the therapist wanted to shape the world according to 

his sensibilities, he is, in fact, trying to create a Utopia and the novel presents why 

Utopia building is problematic as the therapist’s plans have unforeseen consequences. 

His efforts in creating a Utopias are evocative of Karl Popper’s Open Society and Its 

Enemies which argues that any attempt of creating a Utopia might slide into 

authoritarianism and that this trend has been the historical experience (Gupta) 

Dr. Haber is described as ambitious but, in another place, George admits that “[He is] 

not an evil man” (Le Guin, Lathe 44). This is a critique of Utopia building that is always 

done with the best of intentions but is based on the author’s limited understanding of the 

world. The novel is heavily influenced by Le Guin’s Taoist beliefs and the story is a 

struggle between a Taoist protagonist and a rationalist. The rationalist Haber thinks that 

man is the measure of all things and wants to dominate nature, while Orr sees that 

humanity needs to be in balance with nature and the forces of the universe (Cummins 

163). It is not that Haber’s suggestions are all inherently wrong, but the fact that in their 
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execution, they can have unforeseen consequences and it is the same with didactic 

Utopia building. The suggestions that Dr. Haber makes George dream about need to be 

translated through his audience who might take them a different way than he intended, 

of which there are direct examples. 

The fact that political messaging in works of art can get jumbled is highlighted 

by the public’s reaction to Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle. Sinclair decided to write a novel 

on the horrid working conditions and exploitation he saw in Chicago’s “Packintown” a 

meat processing district. Where laborers did backbreaking work in dangerous conditions 

where men lost fingers on assembly lines and 100-pound carcasses literally broke their 

back. To highlight the plight of the workers Sinclair also described the filthy work 

environment that they had to endure, things like labourers working in close confinement 

around men with tuberculosis and the carts they were made to use often held things like 

rat carcasses and rat dung. The story was meant as a call to action to better the situation 

of the meatpacking workers, but the response of the readers was not empathy with the 

workers of the meat plants but rather disgust at the methods and lack of hygiene in the 

packing of the meat itself. The reaction to the work was strong and it became an 

international bestseller. The then President Roosevelt was bombarded with mail on the 

subject and eventually invited Sinclair to the White House to discuss changes that could 

be made. The process eventually led to new federal food laws that made federal 

inspections of food production mandatory. Sinclair, however, was not happy with the 

result. For him, the hygienic packing of meat was incidental when his true aim was the 

liberation of the workers, saying of the affair "I aimed at the public's heart and by 

accident I hit it in the stomach." (Upton Sinclairs The Jungle: Muckraking the Meat-

Packing Industry).  

The fact that The Jungle had a positive impact on cleanliness in food production 

but still not the desired impact illustrates how an author can only describe the world 

they have imagined but the reader must interpret it in their own way and that there is no 

way for the author to predict the response to their work, much like Dr. Haber instructing 

the sleeping George Orr who must interpret the directions in his sleeping state. This 

affair is unique in that it both demonstrates the ability of novels to make meaningful 

change to society and it also demonstrates the difficulty in predicting what the reader 

responds to. Sometimes the things the author includes as window dressing can become 

the most compelling part of the narrative. (“Upton Sinclairs The Jungle: Muckraking the 
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Meat-Packing Industry”). That literature has a proven power of changing things in the 

physical world, and the fact that Le Guin clearly strongly believes in that power, along 

with her view that building society is a collective experience, explains why Le Guin is 

careful about not being too didactic a writer. It also explains her interest in free speech, 

a major topic in her novel The Dispossessed, which we will turn to next.  

 

The Dispossessed and Le Guin’s ambiguous Utopia 

Le Guins interest in free speech is best explored through her 1974 novel The 

Dispossessed and it will, therefore, serve us well to do a quick synopsis of The 

Dispossessed. The story is set within Le Guin’s Hainish Cycle, a science fiction 

universe where the conceit is that thousands of years ago a race of humans, known as 

the Hainish, seeded different planets within the milky way with life. One of those 

planets, a particularly vibrant one, is called Urras. Urras has a moon that revolves 

around it, that is of roughly equal size, and has a breathable atmosphere. When an 

anarchist uprising happens that threatens the established order on Urras, they make a 

deal and allow the anarchists, known as ‘Odonians’ to leave their planet for the moon, 

known as ‘Anarres’, so they do not disrupt society on Urras any further. There they 

establish a society that is ostensibly free from hierarchy, women and men are equal, 

prisons do not exist, and work is done for the common good rather than for owners. The 

story centres on a lifelong anarchist from Anarres, the physicist Shevek.  

Shevek is at first a true believer in the virtue of his society but grows 

disillusioned with it as he gets hindered in pursuing his passion, creating a General 

Temporal Theory. When Shevek sees no other option, he decides to leave his beloved 

Anarres and go to Urras, where he believes that he will be given more freedom to work 

on his theory. The story has a rather unique format, in that it alternates between two 

timelines. The first is him growing up on Anarres and eventually growing disillusioned 

with his society until it ends with him finally deciding to leave for Urras. Specifically, to 

A-io the capitalist superpower on the planet opposed to Thu, a communist superpower. 

The other timeline starts with him on the ship headed for Urras, shows him working and 

teaching there, liking it at first, until he also grows disillusioned with A-io’s society that 

is built on greed and exploitation. The final chapter shows him returning to where he 

started, the Spaceport on Anarres.  
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The Dispossessed is unique in the way that it includes both the Utopia and its 

counter, a version of the real world. A-io is in many ways like a 20th-century western 

state, The United States being the obvious analogue. The two planets are vastly different 

in many important ways in both culture and landscape. This is particularly highlighted 

by the chapters alternating between the two different places. As shown previously, 

Utopia is classically a satire of current living conditions by the display of the perfect 

alternative. The Dispossessed displays both the status quo and the alternative and both 

have their strengths and weaknesses. This is where the concept of ambiguity comes into 

the picture. The sometimes subtitle of The Dispossessed is “An Ambiguous Utopia”. 

One of the significant ambiguities in The Dispossessed’s Utopia is its challenge to free 

speech. The importance of free speech to Le Guin was established in the previous 

chapter and it is the topic we will examine next. 

Free Speech in The Dispossessed    

In The Dispossessed, the image of the wall is one of the most pervasive images. 

In fact, the novel starts with the words “There was a wall” (Le Guin The Dispossessed 

1). Shevek is there crossing a literal and metaphorical wall by getting on a spaceship 

that is meant for the dreaded Urras, against the wishes of most of his fellow citizens. 

Throughout the novel we understand the wall is a metaphor for a trend in Anarresti 

society of the repression of ideas. Something that wilful and especially creative 

individuals come against at some point in their lives. Bedap, Shevek’s friend identifies 

Sabul, his physics instructor, as Shevek’s wall, but the phenomenon is something that 

affects the society as a whole (Le Guin, The Dispossessed 164) and we are shown 

various examples of walls throughout the story that obstruct people in reaching their 

goals.  

As previously discussed, the reason that Shevek eventually leaves for Urras is 

because he is hindered in working on his passion, the General Temporal Theory. The 

hindrance to that usually comes in the form of a man called Sabul. If The Dispossessed 

contains an antagonist, it is to be found in him. He is a senior lecturer at the institute of 

science, where Shevek works. Among other things, Sabul has been hording physics 

works from Urras and passing it off as his own (Le Guin, The Dispossessed 107). Sabul 

is a mediocre physicist more interested in settling scores than the free exchange of 

ideas. Shevek wants to discourse with the much further advanced physicists on Urras, 

but Sabul is against it, citing planetary defence, except when the publication of an 
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article in an Urrasti journal can help settle a personal score (Le Guin, The Dispossessed 

114). It is shown that Sabul has complete control over what is sent off-world in the 

realm of physics, as most works are forbidden on grounds of them being possible spy’s 

code unless they are directly authorized by Sabul (Le Guin, The Dispossessed 159). The 

article that he uses to settle this score, against an Urrasti physicist named Arto, is mostly 

Shevek’s work but Sabul takes it, edits it against Shevek’s consent and then publishes it 

claiming himself as the primary author. Shevek, is not an artist but a scientist. His work 

as a scientist is, however, comparable with that of the artist, as the work he is directed to 

do by Sabul is conductive to Shevek expressing himself creatively. This has him feeling 

depressed and even suicidal, being unable to express himself, being controlled is 

something that weighs on him (Le Guin The Dispossessed 164). What ties this problem 

even tighter to the problem of free expression in art, is that the characters in the novel 

that share Shevek’s issue with being held back creatively are the artists around him. 

Most relevant to that is the case of Tirin, a childhood friend of Shevek’s that is 

controlled and censored by public opinion. Tirin creates a subversive work of theatre 

that is mildly critical of Anarresti society and is all but ostracized and driven mad by the 

hostile response that he receives from his fellow citizens. The censorship by public 

opinion is something that Le Guin writes about in her essay “Stalin in the Soul”. In the 

essay Le Guin sketches what she deems censorship by the market. She claims that art in 

the market: “Must be safe. It mustn’t hurt the consumer. It mustn’t change the 

consumer.” (Le Guin “Stalin” 214). If you do not fulfil the market’s wishes the market 

in turn will not give you the resources that you need to survive doing your art. Anarres, 

being anarchist, of course, does not have markets, but the society is organized so that 

people with certain interests can come together and form a “syndic” that performs their 

chosen role within society. If you, however, do not perform that role to the satisfaction 

of other members of the syndic you will not get to work there and must instead work at 

doing something that is assigned to you, usually manual labour. The alternative to this is 

not having a job at all and depending instead on society for nothing in return. It is made 

clear, however, that individuals that take this path are made social outcasts. Therefore, 

even if the society is without markets, there do exist gatekeepers there like Sabul, or the 

people that reacted with hostility to Tirin’s play that perform the exclusionary function 

of the market.  
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If one reads this repression of Shevek’s creativity as Le Guin speaking out about 

what she knows, that is, science fiction publishing, it is hard to miss the similarities 

between Sabul and science fiction icon John W. Campbell. Campbell is a major figure 

in the development of what has become to be known as the golden age of science 

fiction. Le Guin referred to the works he influenced as “SF written for adolescent 

engineers” (Le Guin “The Stone Ax” 229). The golden age is a period in science fiction 

that Le Guin states that she has no interest in (A Citizen of Mondath 27). Campbell 

liked his stories grounded in science that was acknowledged as real, but also, later in his 

career, pseudo-science like telepathy (A. Roberts Ch.11). He liked his stories to be 

about heroes defeating foes or solving problems. The stories were “expansionist 

humanocentric (and, often, phallocentric)” and explored possible technologies and 

extrapolated about their conceivable impact (A. Roberts Ch. 11). As editor of 

“Astounding” a premier science fiction magazine of the time, Campbell because he had 

such clear ideas on what constituted science fiction, Campbell was not afraid to 

influence writers to edit their work, reject work that didn’t fit his standard or even edit it 

himself without author permission. (A. Roberts Ch. 11). The similarities between a 

character like John W. Campbell and Sabul are apparent. Both figures like to control 

ideas and are ready to go to the lengths of editing, even without the original author’s 

knowledge, a creative work.  

As we have established, Le Guin believes in the power of science fiction as a 

tool for change and because of that, she is also a believer in heightening standards in the 

writing of science fiction. Le Guin described science fiction authors as living in a self-

imposed ghetto. She was aware of the lower status afforded to science fiction books 

when compared to other forms of literature but in 1974 she claimed that many of these 

barriers to entry were already coming down. The main obstacle that she saw to the 

continued rise in respectability for the Science fiction genre were self-imposed by 

authors who were embarrassed to be writing within the genre and fans who had low 

standards if something was labelled science fiction. This is one of the factors that she 

holds as being preventative in artists being unable to find freedom of expression. The 

censorship was coming from within the community itself but not only from men with 

power such as Campbell but also from the authors and fans that agreed with him and did 

not want the genre to evolve. The similarities between the public that drives Tirin mad, 

and the Science fiction fans that do not want to evolve beyond what can already be 
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found in golden age Science fiction are clear. The fact that the society that, by all 

accounts, follows Le Guin’s own ideals of a classless, stateless society still has 

mechanisms in place for controlling artists and free thought gives a clear picture of how 

much she thought these ideals needed looking after. This is, however, only one of 

several ambiguities that plague the Anarresti Utopia. In the next chapter, we will 

examine two others.  

Other ambiguities in The Dispossessed’s Utopia 

 A big thing that casts a shadow over Anarres’ Utopia is a problem with gender 

relations. Sociologist Katherine Cross did a study on sexism in Anarresti society and 

there seems to be an undercurrent of unacknowledged sexism running through the 

society. There are positives, of course, especially when compared to A-io. A-io is a 

country where there is a severe patriarchy on display where women are not allowed to 

participate in science or politics (Cross). Anarres on the other hand is the opposite; 

women are, at least on the surface, completely equal. Homosexuality is permitted and 

difference between sexes, like naming conventions are played down, with names being 

automatically generated for each individual (Cross). Sexism is in the minds of the 

citizens.  

The best example of this is a scene between Shevek and Vea, his hostess at a 

party. It is one of the most jarring scenes in the whole novel. Cross calls it “black hole”, 

in a narrative sense and that is “restored to something like narrative coherence by 

understanding it as a rape scene that expresses a sublimated Anarresti misogyny” 

(Cross). The scene happens like this: Shevek is drunk at a party and is causing a scene, 

getting into an argument with the other guests and so on. Vea takes him aside to a 

secluded room where Shevek proceeds to aggressively hit on her, including taking out 

his penis. She repeatedly declines his advances, but Shevek persists and rubs himself 

against her, eventually ejaculating on her dress. Shevek wakes up the following morning 

with a hangover but is surprisingly non-reflective over what happened the night before. 

The question here is, how could a member of a supposedly enlightened society when it 

comes to gender, produce a figure that is capable of sexual assault? The answer to this is 

provided by Cross as she contends that the society is far from being as perfect when it 

comes to gender as Shevek believes. She notes that an example of this appears early in 

the book as Shevek questions the lack of women aboard an Urrasti spaceship and claims 

that “often I have wished I was as tough as a woman”, which is, an example of 
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benevolent sexism (Cross). It is unclear whether Le Guin had intended to make Shevek 

a sexist. The fact that the scene only becomes comprehensible if Shevek is a sexist 

seems to support the theory that she did (Cross). Nevertheless, Anarresti society still has 

rape as a concept and it is punished with exclusion from society, but the scene with 

Shevek and Vea highlights why rape persists and why it, therefore, cannot be a Utopia. 

Earlier we established the four types of Utopia illustrated by Raymond 

Williams. The Utopia of The Dispossessed fits into three of these. To start, it is the 

miracle of the second planet Anarres that makes establishing an anarchist society viable, 

as it is free from the dual capitalist and communist superpowers that vie for dominance 

on Urras. This establishes that the novel is set within an externally altered world. Then 

there is the fact that they live under a radically different political structure that has never 

been tried on earth, at least not on that scale. That fact makes the society one that made 

a willed transformation. Thirdly, it might not be far off in the future, but space mass 

transit system that can transfer a population between a moon and its satellite makes 

Anarresti society one that has endured a technological transformation. It is true that the 

people on Anarres are more advanced than those of 20th-century earth but only barely. 

They used advanced technology to reach their destination but once there they use 

technology very comparable to that we are used to now. The planet is essentially just a 

desert where very little survives. Therefore, if the society is to survive, the resources 

must be managed carefully and distributed evenly and they are, for the most part.  

The Utopia in The Dispossessed is, therefore, primarily a willed Utopia and to 

the extent that it keeps the mighty nations of Urras from destroying the colony, a natural 

Utopia. Though the climate itself is, of course, very harsh the technology that the 

colonists use day-to-day is not particularly advanced. It is very similar to what we are 

used to today. It cannot solve food shortages or any other shortages of resources. The 

citizens still have to work for bare necessities.  In stark contrast to The Dispossessed are 

technological Utopias like those portrayed in Star Trek, where scarcity has been more or 

less solved by the use of matter replication or Iain M. Banks’s Culture series where 

society is managed by an all-powerful AI who takes cares of all of humanity’s needs, 

bypass the need for resource management. These Utopias are so far removed from our 

current technological level that they are not much relevant to modern politics and can 

hardly even be aspirational since it is impossible to be sure if a near-magical solution 

like the matter replicator is even scientifically possible. Le Guin is not afraid of 
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imagining a society where even basic resources like food and water are scarce and is not 

afraid to show what happens to her Utopia when those resources are seriously close to 

running out, as can be seen in the following conversation between Shevek and a truck 

driver: 

A syndic, fellow I‘ve known for years, he did just that, north of here in ‚66. 

They tried to take a grain truck off his train. He backed the train, killed a couple 

of them before they cleared the track, they were like worms in rotten fish, thick, 

he said. He said, there’s eight hundred people waiting for that grain truck, and 

how many of them might die if they don‘t get it? More than a couple, a lot more. 

So, it looks like he was right (Le Guin The Dispossessed 312).  

Le Guin shows that her anarchic system does have a breaking point where solidarity 

between peers comes second behind an individual’s need to survive. However, that 

honesty also shows how far that solidarity has taken them. Since Anarres is a planet 

very scarce in natural resources, the fact that humanity lives there rather equitably, and 

the world invites comparison to Star Trek rather than Mad Max says that the system she 

has designed is sturdy. The fact that her system accounts for scarcity indicates that some 

of the ways that Anarresti live their lives could be implemented in real life. The fact that 

due to the scarce resources on their planet, the Anarresti must live a relatively sparse life 

increases the applicability of those lessons to a world that is increasingly concerned 

with the threat of climate change.  

 

Real people in a political novel. 

The fact that Le Guin chose to spend her allotted time during that acceptance 

speech calling for her fellow authors to imagine the end of capitalism may give the 

impression that Le Guin’s only interest in literature is the creation of convincing 

political propaganda. She likes novels to tackle serious real-life issues, but her number 

one concern is the creation of art (Le Guin “Mrs.Brown 102). The artistic aspect of the 

novel, in Le Guin’s mind, is the inclusion and exploration of living, breathing, rounded 

out characters. In her essay “Science Fiction and Mrs. Brown”, Le Guin quotes Virginia 

Woolf:  
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I Believe that all novels begin with an old lady in the corner opposite. I believe 

that all novels, that is to say, deal with character, and that is to express character 

– not to preach doctrine, sing songs, or celebrate the glories of the British 

Empire, that the form of the novel, so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so rich, 

elastic, and alive, has been evolved….. The great novelists have brought us to 

see whatever they wish us to see through some character. Otherwise, they would 

not be novelists, but poets, historians, or pamphleteers. (Le Guin, “Mrs. Brown” 

102)  

Le Guin very much agrees with this assessment and the characters in her novels are 

generally round characters that the reader can imagine in the real world. Woolfe in this 

essay illustrates Mrs. Brown as an example of a round character. Le Guin uses a test to 

determine if a book has round characters, which is simply to cast her mind back to the 

work a month after reading it and if she remembers the name of a character, that 

indicates that the book is character driven (Le Guin “Mrs. Brown”104). It is assumed 

that passing a seemingly easy test like this would be common but Le Guin indicates that 

within the genre of science fiction it is rarer than it should be (Le Guin “Mrs. 

Brown”104). The reason for this being that a “character like Mrs. Brown is often too 

small or possibly too big for a spaceship” (Le Guin “Mrs. Brown” 103). Meaning that 

characters become secondary behind the spaceship battles and the explosions. Le Guin’s 

definition of a round character is good for her but may not work for everyone. It could 

depend on the strength of the readers memory, for example. Luckily, there are plenty of 

alternative definitions. A well-known description of character roundness is provided by 

the author E.M. Forester who talks about the phenomenon of flat versus round 

characters in his lectures on the aspects of the novel. Forester’s test for a round 

character asks whether they can surprise the reader in a convincing way (Forester 118). 

To add to this, we can include the opinion of Edgar Roberts, textbook author, who 

concludes that a round character is someone whom we are told enough about for them 

to seem three-dimensional and that they are dynamic (E.V. Roberts 68). Meaning that 

they change and grow throughout the story. To contrast the round characters, Forester 

also discusses so called, ‘flat’ characters, who he describes as being “constructed around 

a single idea or quality” (Forester 103-104). The really flat characters, he claims, can be 

expressed in only one sentence and he gives the example of Caleb Balderstone from The 

Bride of Lammermoor whose purpose it is to protect the poverty of his master’s house 
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and he has no life outside of it (Forester 104). To demonstrate the fact that Le Guin 

utilizes round characters, one can look at the main characters from the Left Hand of 

Darkness, Genly Ai and Estraven and try to argue that they fulfil some of these 

qualities. Starting with a look at Genly AI, he is on a mission on Gethen, Estraven’s 

home planet and he is in the country of Karhide where Estraven is prime minister. His 

mission is to convince the rulers of Gethen to join the Ekumen, a sort of united nations 

of planets that he represents. Estraven is one of the few higher-ups that Ai speaks with 

that is sympathetic to his cause but, ironically, Estraven is more or less the one leader 

that Ai refuses to trust. We gain an insight into the lack of trust in the first major 

conversation they have in the novel. There, Ai comes away distrusting Estraven because 

he does not conform to the idea Ai has about the proper behaviour of men nor that of a 

prime minister (Cummins 75). This is partly because the people of Gethen are 

androgenous, something that Ai has a hard time overcoming, and partly because of a 

misunderstanding stemming from the failure of both to account for the Getheninan 

custom of ‘shifgrethor’. Shifgrethor is a form of verbal fencing that reduces conflict by 

neither participant accepting nor giving “either advice or blame” (Cummins 76). 

Estraven is a great supporter of Genly Ai’s mission to Gethen because he is unhappy 

with changes he sees in his society and he sees Ai as someone who can help avoid those 

changes. Just like Frederic Jameson noted about the people of Gethen never developing 

capitalism, they have never fought a war either. Genly even notes that they do not have 

a word for the concept (Le Guin, The Left hand 34). But Estraven and some higher-ups 

in Orgoreyn, Karhide’s rival nation, are fearful that a war is about to break out for the 

first time (Le Guin, The Left Hand 82). Estraven believes that if one of the major 

nations, Orgoreyn or Karhide would join the Ekumen then the other would shortly 

follow and in this they would build an alliance that would stave off war (Le Guin The 

Left Hand 198). There is, however, some opposition to Genly Ai’s presence on Gethen 

and his offering this alliance and he is eventually imprisoned in a labour camp. This is 

after repeated warnings by Estraven, who Genly simply does not trust. Estraven 

eventually has to save Genly from the camp at great risk to himself. They after that 

decide that to get to safety, they must traverse a glacier. On the long journey, they start 

to understand each other and eventually develop a friendship. A surprise for the reader 

that Forester requires comes in the form of Genly’s acceptance of Estraven as a full 

human being. Author Charlie Jane Anders notes in the afterword of the novel that 

“Genly Ai is misogynist” as he seems to particularly distrust Estraven’s “Womanly” 
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way of speaking to him (Anders, 304). Ai seems to partially realise this himself as he 

even goes so far as saying “Was it in fact perhaps this soft supple femininity that I 

disliked in him” (Le Guin, The Left hand 12). The moment of surprise comes when they 

have spent some time on the glacier and Estraven gives an order to a sick Genly to rest. 

Genly takes this as patronizing and references how much stronger and manlier he 

himself is (Le Guin, The Left Hand 219). Estraven, however, explains that he was just 

anxious about his companion’s health. After that Genly calms down as he realises he 

“could dispense with the more competitive elements of my masculine self-respect” (Le 

Guin, The Left Hand 219). This is a turning point, and they get along better after that 

moment. The surprise is made believable by referencing the same scene used to display 

Genly’s misogyny. The fact that he has the self-awareness to realise where his 

prejudices come from make his transition into more understanding man possible.  

Le Guin gives an example of a flat character in her own work in The World for 

World is Forrest. A character that can be summed up in a sentence, that is written as a 

polemic against the Vietnam war, this character by Le Guin’s own admission, is her 

“only real villain” (Le Guin, “The Gift of the Place” 15). His name is Captain Don 

Davidson and Le Guin describes him as not “uncomplex” but “pure; he is purely evil” 

(Le Guin, The Word 8). The fact that Le Guin chose to write her only villain in the 

novel in which she also unhappily claims to have failed to prevent from becoming a 

“preachment” and that she “regrets” that the “moralising aspects” are now visible after 

the end of the Vietnam war, indicates a tension between Le Guin’s artistic sensibilities, 

and the desire for her work to be political (Le Guin The Word 8). We do not know if 

Estraven is pure, that is, purely good. There are scenes of him stealing and 

blackmailing, even if it is in the service of a greater good but an argument could be 

made that Estraven is a flat character. He only has the goal to protect Genly Ai and to 

bring about his planet’s alliance with the Ekumen, to the point where he dies for that 

goal. That fulfils a part of Forester’s qualification for a flat character, but the second 

part “and he has no life of his own” is hardly true. We are given hints of Estraven’s life 

prior to the beginning of the novel that points to a rich life before Genly Ai’s arrival to 

the planet. He has a former lover that he seems to not feel affection for anymore but 

who seems to have a great affection for him. It is also revealed by the end that he had a 

child with his own sibling, Arek. Something that is not unheard of on Gethen, but the 

rule is that the parents must, after that, separate. Arek is only mentioned twice in the 
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novel. One of those times is when Estraven utters his final words. Their relationship is 

indirectly explored in myths that Le Guin intersperses between some of the chapters. 

The chapter “Estraven The Traitor” retells a myth where two heirs from feuding houses 

meet in the wilderness and have a child together (Le Guin The Left Hand 123-128). 

Their names are Estraven and Arek. The name “Estraven The Traitor” is given to him 

partially for ending the feud. This rhymes with the life of the actual Estraven as he is 

also labelled a traitor for trying to end the feud between Orgoreyn and Karhide. To add 

to that. Estraven also makes some realisations on the trip across the glacier. Estraven 

realises that Genly Ai misunderstands him when he deploys the custom of shifgrethor 

and that he also needs the stripping away of his culture so he can connect with Genly on 

a human level. He, therefore, has a rich enough backstory and displays a level of growth 

that precludes him from being labelled a flat character. 

The interspersed chapters of myth and a single scientific report from earthlings 

that have been on the planet before Genly help flesh out the society as well as 

Estraven’s character. For example, the myth “The Place Inside the Blizzard” establishes 

that siblings can be together romantically, but the line is drawn at having children 

together (Le Guin The Left Hand 21-25. Another connection that Le Guin makes 

between personality and the culture that spawned it is the development of the 

androgenous minds in The Left Hand of Darkness. This is how Le Guin also describes 

her process: in the way that when she was writing The Left Hand of Darkness, she 

would wonder how Estraven, an androgynous person, would think and because that was 

difficult, she thought up myths for the society that Estravem comes from, by giving 

roundness to the society that he comes from, she gives roundness to the individual(Le 

Guin“The Gift of place” 4). She gets to understand him through understanding the 

society to which he belongs. (Le Guin“The Gift of place” 4). This ambitiousness in 

building relatable and believable characters allows Le Guin to create better art, but it 

also helps her test her alternative societies (Le Guin“The Gift of place” 4). When Le 

Guin writes a political novel, she cannot but consider what the characters who live in 

the various worlds with the various political systems that she creates, think of their 

circumstances. It is there where the intersection of the political and the personal is 

strongest.  She cannot test her anarchist society without people in it that world who 

would react reasonably to the positives and the negatives of that society. If she did, it 

would stop being a thought experiment because a thought experiment on social issues 
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must include real people. Therefore, even the aspects of her novels that she tries to keep 

separate, so they do not “celebrate the glories of the British Empire” take on an 

unexpected political flavour (Le Guin “Mrs.Brown” 102. An example of this from 

another of her novels is her description of how she came up with the story of The 

Dispossessed she claims that she originally came up with the character of Shevek and 

that he was a “resident of Utopia”, but to fully “catch” him she had to figure out where 

he came from and that required research of anarchist and socialist theory (Le Guin 

“Mrs. Brown” 111-112). The private personality is, therefore, directly linked with the 

politics and culture that spawned it.  

 

Conclusion 

Le Guin is in essence, a political writer. Most of her stories have some element of 

political messaging within them, and as has been indicated by the often-referenced 2014 

speech she finds it to be one of the writer’s jobs to explore the various ways that 

humans can live that is not capitalism. Her main ingredients when offering alternatives 

to capitalism the ideologies of Taoism and anarchism. The form especially is to be 

found in a lot of her work and it allows her to see things from a measured perspective. 

That does not mean, however, that she does not see the need for change in society and 

her stories explore vastly different systems of government to our own. Those include 

the world of The Left Hand of Darkness, a world in which capitalism never even 

developed, and, of course, the anarchist Utopia of The Dispossessed. Theorists of 

political change like Brecht, for example, believe that art must “destroy the appearance 

of a natural order” (Fisher 16). She does that in many places but perhaps most radically, 

she does it in The Left Hand of Darkness, by creating a planet where only one gender 

exists and thus helping her readers imagine a world where the hierarchies of gender do 

not exist. Her Taoist worldview, however, does not permit her to be too didactic, as the 

novel The Lathe of Heaven shows. The Lathe of Heaven is about the dangers of creating 

a planned Utopia and calls forth the work of Karl Popper about Utopia and 

authoritarianism. The Taoist concept of balance a big theme in the novel and humanity’s 

responsibility for taking measured collective action rather than drastic, unilateral action. 

In that way humanity can keep a both the universe in general and nature in particular. 

She also ties this theory to fiction writing. Science fiction historian Adam Roberts sees 
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the book as Le Guin exploring the ways in which fiction can affect the broader world, 

and if that is the case, the novel comes off as anti-Utopian didacticism (A. Roberts Ch. 

12). As the novel shows the author of the directions can never be sure of what effect the 

message will have on the listener. A real-world example of this was provided in the 

above of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle which was no doubt a politically effective novel 

but had an effect that was entirely unforeseen by its author. The fact that Le Guin does 

not believe in didactic Utopias did not mean that she did not try writing one. Her most 

well-known work of Utopia fiction came in the form of Anarresti society from the novel 

The Dispossessed. Her solution to the problem of the overly didactic Utopia was to 

write an exploration of what was in many ways an idyllic Anarchist Utopia, an ideology 

that she, by all accounts, is sympathetic towards, imagining what it would be really like, 

both the good and the bad. The outcome is society that is in many ways, such as 

equality of resource distribution, beyond anything on earth. The society, however, has 

some fatal flaws Le Guin does not try to hide, in fact they are the whole point of the 

novel as the main character identifies some of these flaws and with them the continual 

need to fight for progress and change so societies do not become stale. Perhaps the 

biggest problem found within Anarresti society is institutional corruption and the need 

for control. She finds particularly odorous the control of free speech, which is 

understandable as the section on The Lathe of Heaven demonstrated, she is a believer in 

the power of fiction to change the world. Therefore, along with being a warning to 

Anarchists to the insidious nature of power, the theme of censorship can also be seen as 

a critique of the publishing industry in general and science fiction publishing in 

particular. The character Sabul, that is the main source of censorship for Shevek, 

behaves in a way that is reminiscent of famously hands on science fiction editor John 

W. Campbell which Le Guin is on record for disliking for being too controlling and 

insular. Nevertheless, she also saw censorship within the community itself on Anarres, 

where regular people were distrustful of ideas that did not conform closely enough to 

tenants of their ideology. This also has an analogue in the science fiction community of 

fans that want simplistic stories more that are filled with gizmos rather than fleshed out 

characters that bring a weight to the story. There are however other problems with the 

Utopia on Anarres, one of which may not have been included intentionally by Le Guin. 

The gender relations are in many ways better than most people are used to. Women 

have a status in Anarresti society that is on par with men. There is, however, an 

insidious form of sexism within it as well. The sexism is demonstrated most vividly in a 
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scene where the protagonist Shevek, a proud egalitarian, performs a sexual assault with 

the behaviour never being brought up again or him reflecting on it. It leaves the reader 

wondering how a society that is enlightened on gender can produce such an individual, 

inevitably leading to the conclusion that it would not. The society has a lot to work on 

still when it comes to relations between the genders. A flaw in the Utopia that Le Guin 

did intend however is the element of human nature on display when resources become 

scarce to the point where choices must be made on who eats and who does not. The 

novel vividly describes years of famine caused by a drought where the members of the 

society turn on each other at certain points out of hunger. This is a contrast to more 

mainstream left wing science fiction Utopias where scarcity has been solved for good. 

Le Guin is honest in showcasing that her society has a breaking point that is dictated by 

biology and she thus invites the reader to imagine the end of her society. Her society 

beings fragile and is at any time closer than is comfortable to think about to breaking, 

also makes it seem achievable and it is thus a true imagining of a society that is beyond 

capitalism. Le Guin however, is adamant that a fictional society cannot be properly 

imagined without fully fleshed out characters. She is an artist first and foremost and 

believes that the format of the novel is best served while exploring the psyche of a 

character. The fleshed-out characters help flesh out the new worlds that she imagines 

because their reactions to the new problems of the imagined world will be genuine 

human reactions. Purely villainous men and women cannot tell us about the world that 

they live in because we have nothing to compare them to in our world. Ursula K. Le 

Guin is an honest writer that believes that a better world is possible and that she can 

contribute to it. But importantly, she does not believe she can or  
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