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Critical Analysis:  “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,”

a short, fictional story by Ursula Le Guin.  Question-and-answer format.  Text included.

Essay and annotation by Richard X. Thripp.

2008-01-18 — http://richardxthripp.thripp.com/essays

Question One:  What is a utopia? Does Omelas meet the definition?

Omelas is a utopia, though not of the lifeless type that the word inspires.  Le Guin notes 

that the inhabitants are not “bland utopians,” not “simple folk,” nor “dulcet shepherds” (2).  The 

residents need not live simply—there can be all sorts of luxuries, wondrous technologies, drugs, 

beer, and orgies in the streets, because their happiness is not based on possessions, but rather, “a 

just discrimination of what is necessary,” “what is destructive,” and what is neither (2).  This 

insight is the definition of a utopia; when everyone knows it, wars, slavery, and competition is 

not needed (2-3).  The children are happy, and the adults, “mature, intelligent, [and] passionate” 

(2), with no need for a hierarchal church or government (2-3).  The city is beautiful, the weather 

and harvests are kind and abundant, and most everyone healthy (5), yet this is just the icing on 

the cake.  It is indeed a utopia, for all except the suffering child (4-5).

Question Two:  What is the narrator's opinion of Omelas?

Our narrator sympathizes with the citizens of Omelas, even going so far as to name the 

child's plight as the source of all compassion in the town.  “There is no vapid, irresponsible 

happiness”; all the residents know that “they, like the child, are not free” from the “terrible 

justice of reality” (6)—that one human, just as important as any other, must be dehumanized for 

the democratic benefit of the majority.  Knowing of the child “makes possible the nobility of 
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their architecture, the poignancy of their music, the profundity of their science” (6); it drives and 

inspires, gives compassion and robs the people of their innocence.  “To throw away the 

happiness of thousands for the chance of the happiness of one:  that would be to let guilt within 

the walls indeed,” Le Guin reasons (6).  The few that leave, leave without incident, in the dead of 

night never to return, as their quite protest, going “through the beautiful gates” and farmlands, 

“to a place even less imaginable to most of us than the city of happiness” (7).  The narrator 

seems to find the dilemma at Omelas to be acceptable, as he calls those who leave “incredible” 

(6), saying that he “cannot describe it at all,” but “they seem to know where they are going” (7). 

His opinion, like the adults in Omelas, is that idealism must yield to pragmatism; it is too much 

to ask for everyone to give up the niceties to save one person from a life of torture and suffering.

Question Three:  What is the symbolic connotation of the locked, windowless cellar 

in which the lone child suffers?

The forsaken child is the rotten foundation which their beautiful society rests on.  In the 

iconic words of Honoré de Balzac, “behind every great fortune there is a crime,” and the crime 

here is that the utopia of Omelas is supported on strict terms:  “there may not even be a kind 

word spoken to the child” (6), lest he be pulled, even for a second, out of his “abominable 

misery” (5).  Children learn the terrible fact between eight and twelve, and no matter how well 

their parents explain and justify it in advance, the new discovery is sickening and angering (5). 

It may take months or years, but they will come to accept the torture of one for the benefit of the 

many—pragmatism will rule over whatever ideals they once held, as they know that the very 

hour they would save the child, “all the prosperity and beauty and delight of Omelas would 

wither and be destroyed” (6).  Quite a price indeed.  We have ethical dilemmas in the real world 

http://richardxthripp.thripp.com/essays
http://richardxthripp.thripp.com/essays
http://richardxthripp.thripp.com/essays


“Critical Analysis:  'The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas'” by Richard X. Thripp.  Page 3 of 10.

that are similar yet more murky, such as euthanasia for the hopelessly ill and elderly, triaging in 

disasters and on the battleground (not every limb, person, or finger can be saved), and wars that 

are supposably1 fought for the good of the world, but result in millions of deaths and injuries. 

The story of Omelas symbolizes them all, and as in all such systems, there are some who “walk 

straight out of the city” (7), never to return, unwilling to bear the guilt.  Others gain peace of 

mind by deciding that the lost child could not possibly be human.  He or she is sub-human, and is 

instead referred to as “it” (4-6), “too degraded and imbecile to know any real joy” (6), and thus 

the crime is just.

Question Four:  In the story, do you find any implied criticism of our own society?

Le Guin criticizes “a bad habit” that trickles down from the “pedants and sophisticates” 

(2), the classy intellectuals that teach us to celebrate pain over pleasure, violence over peace, and 

despair over delight.  We are taught that “happiness [is] something rather stupid,” while the 

“banality of evil and the terrible boredom of pain” (2) is replaced by fascination with death, 

deviance, and necromancy.  A utopia is a backwards kingdom filled with happy, simple-minded 

subjects.  In the real utopia, there are no careless princesses to be rescued by valiant princes, no 

arch-bishops to create the newest refinements to an oppressive religion, and no misguided 

soldiers to fight bloody wars in the name of freedom.  You can be happy and peaceful without 

being a naïve, passionless simpleton.  When we come to believe that “only pain is intellectual, 

only evil interesting,” we have come to “lose hold of everything else” (2).  No technological 

wonders can provide happiness when our thinking is collectively flawed.  “Joy built upon 

successful slaughter” will not do; we must be joyous like the citizens of Omelas, where “the 

victory they celebrate is that of life” (3), and not of death and suffering.

1 "Capable of being supposed."
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