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Overview

Teaching the social contract tradition to undergraduate students can be frustrating. Students may find the writing style of Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau fusty. At the same time, critical concepts such as the state of nature or tacit consent may seem arcane, abstract, or irrelevant. Some students may struggle to understand why the process of securing consent matters. They may also miss that social contract writers tend to link consent and dissent. Consent to a social contract tends to limit what counts as legitimate dissent or revolution from it. 

Is it possible to get students invested in exploring the process of consent (and maybe even get excited by it)? I struggled with this question until I came across a short story by Ursula K. Le Guin, "The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas." I have successfully used this thought-provoking work of literature in a wide variety of teaching contexts, including small seminars and large lecture courses, at three public universities. "Omelas" is disturbing. It depicts a suspicious process of consent to a social contract, one that raises questions about legitimacy. What is more, the social contract is itself distressing because it is grounded on domination, injustice, and abuse.  

In addition to the substantive merits of "Omelas," there are some practical considerations that make it an appealing addition to your syllabus. The story, which is approximately 2,800 words long, is readily available for free on the Internet. Also, students may be interested to know that the story crops up in a wide variety of places today. David Brooks centered a 2015 New York Times op-ed around "Omelas." There is also lots of good visual material for lectures. The South Korean boy band BTS referenced "Omelas" in a 2017 music video with over 279 million views. Also, see lets go north's stunning "BTS | The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas: A Short Story." 

For more on how to teach the social contract using "Omelas," check out my article "Literary Devices: Teaching Social Contract Theory with a Short Story" in The Journal of Political Science Education. In it, I cover consent, dissent, and timely issues such as COVID-19 and freedom of movement. I also offer a complete teaching guide for one or several classes on the social contract. My "toolbox" of pedagogical products includes lecture material, a classroom exercise, learning objectives, and innovative adaptations for real-time virtual classrooms. 

If you use "Omelas" in your classroom, please let me know at jennetk@asu.edu. Le Guin was rightfully proud of the capacity of "Omelas" to goad and provoke. She delighted in its "long and happy career of being used by teachers to upset students." I hope that this long and happy career will continue in your political science classes.  


Learning Objectives: 
· Describe consent and/or dissent in “Omelas." 
· Compare consent and/or dissent in "Omelas" to canonical texts in the social contract tradition.
· Demonstrate a capacity to examine literary or cultural artifacts through a theoretical lens.
· Evaluate the legitimacy/effectiveness of consent/dissent in "Omelas."
· Justify reflective judgments about moral goods.

Classroom Activity: 
I’ve had great success with this opening classroom activity, which I adapted from Peter Frederick’s marvelous “The Dreaded Discussion: Ten Ways to Start” (Frederick 2020).  This is an activity that generates wide-spread, even eager participation. It also creates connections among students, especially those drawn to the same image or theme.

Ask students to jot down a concrete image that stuck with them from "Omelas." The students don't have to remember the image perfectly; this is not a test of their memory. The idea is to tap into something, big or small, that they remember. The story is short, and it is brimming with memorable images, so most students will come up with something quickly.  As the students share their visions, write their responses down on a white or blackboard. If your class is a blended one with in-person and online students meeting simultaneously, you might use Google Jamboard to record their answers. Since students' responses may overlap, I find it helpful to ask, "Did anyone else have that image, too, or something close to it?" In my experience, many students will spontaneously volunteer as to why an image stuck with them. At the same time, I do not make this a requirement, and I do not praise students for offering an explanation. I want to keep the expectation low and to be consistent in my requests. Some students may not be willing or able to explain right away why they were drawn to an image. 

Once we have a full list of images, I ask the class to look for themes. I will write these in bold or in a different color on the board / Jamboard. From this list of motifs, it is straightforward to segue into your discussion questions.   

Discussion Questions: 

Following Bloom’s taxonomy, these discussion questions begin with more basic skills, such as remembering and describing. They advance to higher-order thinking skills, such as analyzing and evaluating. These discussion questions can be used in face-to-face classes and discussion boards in online or hybrid courses.  

Consent: Hobbes, Locke, or Rousseau
· The ritual with the children is clearly painful to some of the children and probably their parents. Why do they do it? 
· Describe how the process of consent in Omelas is similar to consent in Hobbes/Locke/Rousseau. Describe how it is different. 
· Analyze how race, ethnicity, class, gender, or religion influence consent in “Omelas” / Hobbes / Locke / Rousseau? Do you think some individuals or groups might be less willing to consent than others? [This question can be modified for exit / walking away.]
Tacit Consent: Locke and Hume
· Locke introduced tacit consent, which means demonstrating support for a social contract through everyday actions. Locke gave examples like owning land, walking down the highway, or inheriting property. Describe examples of tacit consent in “Omelas.”
· Take a stand on whether any of these actions might meaningfully demonstrate agreement with social and political arrangements. Why or why not?
· Taking issue with Locke's notion of tacit consent, Hume argued that it would be difficult for poor or working-class individuals to leave a society they did not like. Analyze how class might influence exit in in Omelas and/or in our current political world. 
Political Obligations Today
· [Assign students to read “Omelas” and read about the “Hometown Fellows” program at “Lead for America” online.] "Omelas" raises questions about our political obligations to the communities that raised us. Do you have a hometown that you are particularly attached to, or did you move around a lot growing up?
· If you have a hometown, analyze if you owe something to the people or the place?
· Analyze the efficacy or political significance of the “Hometown Fellow” program at “Lead for America.”
Freedom of Movement and COVID-19
· Describe who walks away in "Omelas." Why do they leave, and where do they go?
· Brainstorm examples of movement or exit in contemporary society that, like in “Omelas,” shows a rejection of the existing moral or political order.  
· “Omelas” assumes that individuals are free to leave the community if they wish. Yet, the current political context is quite different; the global COVID-19 pandemic has severely limited freedom of movement. Analyze why freedom of movement is important in “Omelas.” Analyze whether freedom of movement is crucial in contemporary society.  
Exit and Morality
· A critic might point out that walking away does nothing to help the imprisoned and abused child. Analyze if leaving is still the morally right thing to do. 
· Imagine someone you know well permanently left the country. Consider all the groups and organizations that this individual plays a role in, including immediate and extended family, job, volunteer efforts, involvement with religious organizations, and community service. Describe how this person's departure would change the community.
· Kant wrote that "all politics must bend the knee before the right." In "Omelas," Kant's imperative might mean that the child should be freed despite losing the majority's happiness. Take a stand on whether this would be a moral action.   

Additional Resources
	Primary Texts 
	Le Guin, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”
The Wind’s Twelve Quarters, 275-284 
	Hobbes, Leviathan, chapter 13-14
	Locke, Second Treatise, ¶ 4-15; 87-89; 119-122 (tacit consent); 222-225 (revolution)
	Rousseau, Chapter I, III, IV, VI, and VII


	Consent Resources

	Hume, "Of the Original Contract"
	Amish Rumspringa: Devil’s Playground and Amish: Out of Order
	NGO / website: “Lead for America: Start Where You Live” 
	Walzer, “The Obligation to Live for the State,” Obligations

	Dissent Resources
	Kant, excerpts from Peter Singer’s Ethics
	Hirschman, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty, 1-20 (exit and voice); 21-29 (exit)
	Woeser, “Why Are Tibetans Setting Themselves on Fire?” 
	Kirkpatrick, “Resistant Exit,” 135-137 and 142-145

	Le Guin Resources
	Le Guin, preface to “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” The Unreal and the Real
	Le Guin, “The Day After the Revolution,” The Wind’s Twelve Quarters
	Le Guin, The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia
	Burns, Political Theory, Science Fiction, and Utopian Literature: Ursula K. Le Guin and The Dispossessed

	Cultural & Journalistic Resources: Omelas
	David Brooks, “The Child in the Basement,” NYT op-ed 

	BTS, “Spring Day,” music video
	Let’s Go North, short film
	“Pushing Boundaries: Science Fiction and Feminism, Ursula K. Le Guin” PBS
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