
The Dispossessed

Shevek is a theoretical physicist on the edge of a breakthrough in understanding the nature of time and space.  Meeting opposition in his anarchist culture on the moon of Anarres, Shevek decides to leave the moon and pursue his work on the planet his ancestors left behind, the propertarian world of Urras.  The ramifications of his work will shake the foundations of civilizations across the universe.  

Le Guin's work is not easily defined, which has been part of her difficulty in critic's circles.  In an interview with Contemporary Authors, she was quoted as saying "some of my fiction is 'science fiction,' some of it is 'fantasy,' some of it is 'realist,' and some of it is 'magical realism.'" Looking through her publishing chronology shows that she does not work in phases, but explores different genres simultaneously.  However, some of her work can be grouped together based on characters and worlds, the two largest being the Earthsea series of fantasy novels and the Hainish series of science fiction novels.  

The driving idea of the Hainish series is outlined in the first novel, Rocannon's World.  In a nutshell, thousands of millennia ago, the race of men from the planet Hain conquered the galaxy, including the planet earth.  However, the civilization wasn't technologically advanced enough to maintain contact between all the settlements, and this broke up Hainish society.  So, all of the settlers had to adapt and evolve to their new worlds, and now that the Hainish are more developed they have tried to rediscover the lost colonies.  Other books in this series are Planet of Exile, City of Illusions, The Left Hand of Darkness, and The Word for World is Forest.

About the Author

Ursula Kroeber was born in Berkeley, California in 1929, to anthropologist Alfred Kroeber and writer Theodora Kroeber.  As an undergraduate at Radcliffe, Le Guin studied renaissance history.  After obtaining her Masters in History at Columbia University in 1952 and then being awarded a Fulbright scholarship in 1953, she moved to Paris to continue her studies.  There she met and married historian Charles Le Guin, and dropped her doctoral studies and began pursuing her career in writing.  Ursula K. Le Guin is the recipient of five Hugo and five Nebula Awards for Science Fiction, The World Fantasy Award, and the National Book Award for Children's Books.  She currently lives in Portland, Oregon.   
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Contemporary Authors New Revision Series v. 74 p. 219-223


Contemporary Literary Criticism v. 136 p. 308-396

For Discussion

1. Why does the novel begin and end with the wall?  What does the wall symbolize?  What similarities can we draw from other societies who have built "the wall"?

2. If one of the main tenets of Anarresti society is the lack of property, why and how do children still learn possessive words like "mine" and "yours?"  Is this something that is explained in the book?

3. There is a lot of philosophy in this book.  Is there a single moment of philosophical "enlightenment?"  Is there more than one?

4.  How different are the civilizations of Urras and Anarres?  How are they similar?  Can we say that Anarres is true anarchy?

5.  Deep question: Possession is the main focus of the novel.  Talk about what is possessed, not possessed, and what is "dispossessed."

6. What is the answer to Shevek's internal question on p. 117 of the Harper edition, "Can true function arise from basic dysfunction?"

7. What are the differences in sexual attitudes and gender roles between Urras and Anarres?  How do their attitudes compare to our own?

8. How does Shevek's conversation with Efor change the tone of the novel?  Was it surprising?

9.  What role did these characters play in the story: Chifoilisk, Vea, Rulag, and Efor? 

10. The Dispossessed was published in 1974.  What influences of the 1960's-70's environment do you see in the novel?

11. What is Shevek's idea about sequency and simultaneity?  How does this idea manifest itself in the structure of the book?

12.  What is "egoizing?"

13. How did you feel about Shevek's relationship with Takver?  With Bedap?

14.  What do you think will happen when Shevek lands on Anarres with Ketho?  

Recommended Reading:

Ursula K. Le Guin's writing is very diverse, but all very good.  Similar to The Dispossessed you may want to try reading The Left Hand of Darkness which explores issues of gender roles within an androgynous civilization.  More closely related is "The Day before the Revolution" a short story in The Wind's Twelve Quarters, which recounts the life of Odo as an aged woman.  In her fantasy series you might want to start with A Wizard of Earthsea.  Although marketed as children's literature, Earthsea has been received popularly among adults as well.

If you enjoyed reading The Dispossessed you might also enjoy:

Foundation - Isaac Asimov

Stranger in a Strange Land - Robert Heinlein

Doomsday Book - Connie Willis

The Hacker Ethic - Pekka Himanen




© 2002, Eric S. Riley


