
Study Guide for Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison
Bergeron": Exploring Themes of Equality and
Free Will
Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison Bergeron" is a thought-provoking short story that
delves into the complex themes of equality, free will, and the dangers of
totalitarianism. Through the lens of a dystopian society, Vonnegut
challenges readers to question the limits of equality and the importance of
individuality in a just and equitable society. This study guide will provide an
in-depth analysis of "Harrison Bergeron," examining its characters, plot,
themes, and literary devices, to enhance your understanding and
appreciation of this classic work of literature.

Characters

1. Harrison Bergeron

Harrison Bergeron, the protagonist of the story, is a towering figure with
unmatched strength and intelligence. In a society that values strict equality,
Harrison's exceptional abilities pose a threat to the established order. As a
symbol of individuality and free will, Harrison represents the challenge to
the oppressive and artificial equality imposed by the government.
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2. Hazel Bergeron

Hazel, Harrison's wife, is a woman of average intelligence who struggles to
comprehend her exceptionally talented husband. Despite her limited
abilities, Hazel possesses a deep love for Harrison and a glimmer of
understanding about the injustice of their society. Her character highlights
the tension between conformity and individuality and the challenges
individuals face in a society that suppresses differences.

3. George and Hazel Bergeron Jr.

George and Hazel Jr., the children of Harrison and Hazel, are born with
handicaps that symbolize the government's relentless pursuit of equality.
George wears metal weights around his neck to limit his strength, while
Hazel Jr.'s beauty is hidden behind a mask, representing the government's
suppression of natural attributes. Their characters serve as reminders of
the dehumanizing effects of enforced equality.

4. Diana Moon Glampers

Diana Moon Glampers is the Handicapper General, the ruthless enforcer of
equality in the dystopian society. She symbolizes the totalitarian regime's
relentless pursuit of control and conformity. Glampers' heartless
enforcement of the law, even against her own daughter, highlights the
dangers of unchecked power and the consequences of suppressing
individuality.

Plot Summary
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Set in a dystopian future, "Harrison Bergeron" follows a society that has
achieved perfect equality through the use of handicaps. The government
enforces strict rules to ensure that everyone is equal, regardless of their
natural abilities. Exceptional individuals are penalized and forced to wear
devices that limit their strength, intelligence, or attractiveness. Harrison
Bergeron, a man of exceptional abilities, defies the government's laws by
removing his handicaps and leading a rebellion. In the end, Harrison is
executed by the authorities, but his act of defiance serves as a catalyst for
change, leaving readers to contemplate the true meaning of equality and
the importance of free will.

Themes

1. Equality vs. Individuality

"Harrison Bergeron" explores the tension between equality and
individuality. The government's pursuit of perfect equality through artificial
means leads to the suppression of individual differences and the loss of
human potential. Through the character of Harrison Bergeron, Vonnegut
argues that true equality should not come at the expense of individual
freedom and expression.

2. Free Will vs. Conformity

The story also raises questions about free will and the importance of
individuality. In a society that values conformity above all else, individuals
are stripped of their freedom to choose and express themselves. Harrison's
rebellion symbolizes the fight against societal conformity and the assertion
of individual autonomy.

3. The Dangers of Totalitarianism



"Harrison Bergeron" serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
totalitarianism. The oppressive government in the story represents the
extreme consequences of unchecked power and the suppression of
dissent. By highlighting the dehumanizing effects of totalitarian rule,
Vonnegut warns against the dangers of allowing governments to control
every aspect of human life.

Literary Devices

1. Symbolism

Vonnegut employs various symbols throughout the story to convey deeper
meanings. The handicaps worn by the characters represent the
government's suppression of individuality. The execution of Harrison
Bergeron symbolizes the government's ultimate triumph over free will and
individuality.

2. Irony

The story is filled with irony, highlighting the absurdity of the government's
pursuit of equality. The fact that Harrison is executed for being too strong
underscores the government's twisted definition of equality, where being
exceptional is seen as a crime.

3. Satire

Vonnegut uses satire to criticize the flaws of society. The Handicapper
General's obsession with creating a perfectly equal society, even at the
expense of individuality, serves as a satirical commentary on the dangers
of extreme forms of social engineering.



Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison Bergeron" is a powerful and thought-provoking
story that continues to resonate with readers today. Through its exploration
of equality, free will, and the dangers of totalitarianism, the story invites
readers to question societal norms and the importance of individuality in a
just and equitable society. Vonnegut's keen observation of human nature
and his skillful use of literary devices create a memorable and impactful
work of literature that challenges readers to think critically about the limits
of equality, the importance of free will, and the consequences of
suppressing human potential.

By engaging with the characters, plot, themes, and literary devices of
"Harrison Bergeron," students and readers can gain a deeper
understanding of Vonnegut's literary vision and the timeless relevance of
his work. Whether read for personal enjoyment or as part of academic
study, "Harrison Bergeron" will undoubtedly leave a lasting impression,
inspiring readers to reflect on the complexities of human nature and the
importance of individual freedom.

Additional Resources

* [Harrison Bergeron: Text and Analysis]
(https://www.litcharts.com/lit/harrison-bergeron) * [Kurt Vonnegut:
Biography and Works](https://www.britannica.com/biography/Kurt-
Vonnegut) * [Dystopian Literature: Definition and Characteristics]
(https://www.masterclass.com/articles/dystopian-literature-definition-
characteristics-and-examples)

Image Descriptions

* [Image 1: Harrison Bergeron, a towering figure, standing defiantly with his
handicaps removed.] * [Image 2: Diana Moon Glampers, the Handicapper



General, enforcing equality with a ruthless hand.] * [Image 3: A group of
citizens wearing handicaps, symbolizing the government's suppression of
individuality.]
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