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Fenris Bound


The protagonist and title character of Kurt Vonnegut Jr.’s science fiction short story “Harrison Bergeron” is, like Robinson’s “Miniver Cheevy”, “born too late”. A handsome giant described as a “genius” (Vonnegut 200), Harrison dares to defy the egalitarian norms of the totalitarian world of 2081. But in the pessimistic conclusion of this dystopic tale, Harrison suffers the usual fate of nonconformists, being gunned down by the power-drunk representative of tyranny.

Fourteen-year-old Harrison is described as standing “seven feet tall” (Vonnegut 200), and as “a man that would have awed Thor, the god of thunder.” (Vonnegut 201) At his first appearance, Harrison is a “walking junkyard” (Vonnegut 201) due to the handicaps preventing him from operating at his full potential. However, Harrison defies the Handicapper General by discarding his handicaps when he proclaims himself Emperor, endorsing an elitist political philosophy the exact opposite of the egalitarian party line of the totalitarian state. Harrison’s attempted coup partially explains the state’s fear of him, though all he actually does is select a bride (perhaps a somewhat premature act for a fourteen-year-old, however precocious) and dance a ballet. Dangerous or not, Harrison’s career as Emperor is cut short when he is gunned down by Handicapper General Diana Moon Glampers. (Vonnegut 202)
Harrison’s seizure of power mirrors the coups of historical conquerors Julius Caesar and Napoleon Bonaparte. The Handicapper General’s shooting of Harrison parallels Cain’s murder of Abel in Genesis 4. “Not as Cain, who was of that wicked one, and slew his brother. And wherefore slew he him? Because his own works were evil, and his brother’s righteous.” (I John 3:12) Cain murdered Abel out of jealousy, because Abel’s offering was accepted and his own was not. The death of Harrison Bergeron may also symbolize the decision of Caiaphas to dispose of Jesus Christ, because “it is expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation perish not.” (John 11:50) Another historical parallel is the execution of Socrates, though Harrison refuses to swallow his own hemlock. The death of Socrates inspired Plato’s fable of the Cave, in which the cave-dwellers murder the philosopher who returns from the upper world and tries to tell them the truth about life. Like the cave-dwellers, the totalitarian state reacts instinctively to any threat to the national religion of egalitarianism.

A mythological prototype of Harrison Bergeron would be the wolf Fenris in Norse mythology. Although Fenris appears perfectly tame, friendly, and harmless, the gods, fearing Fenris may someday turn against them and side with the giants, bind him with an unbreakable cord. Norse eschatology prophesies that during Ragnarok, or “Gotterdammerung”, the “Twilight of the Gods”, Fenris will break free and attack the gods after all. After such treatment, one can hardly blame him. 

Another mythological prototype, Prometheus, is bound by Zeus for defying the gods and giving men the gift of fire. Again, some versions of the myth allow Prometheus to break free. In Atlas Shrugged, the Harrison-like genius John Galt is described as a modern-day Prometheus. 
“‘John Galt is Prometheus who changed his mind. After centuries of being torn by vultures in payment for having brought to men the fire of the gods, he broke his chains—and he withdrew his fire—until the day when men withdraw their vultures.’” (Rand 478) But unlike Galt, Harrison Bergeron will be destroyed by the vultures.

The “handicap” policy of the totalitarian future of “Harrison Bergeron” is advocated by the devil Screwtape in Screwtape Proposes a Toast. “You remember how one of the Greek Dictators (they called them ‘tyrants’ then) sent an envoy to another Dictator to ask his advice about the principles of government. The second Dictator led the envoy into a field of grain, and there he snicked off with his cane the top of every stalk that rose an inch or so above the general level. The moral was plain. Allow no preeminence among your subjects. Let no man live who is wiser or better or more famous or even handsomer than the mass. Cut them all down to a level: all slaves, all ciphers, all nobodies. All equals. Thus Tyrants could practise, in a sense, ‘democracy.’ But now ‘democracy’ can do the same work without any tyranny other than her own. No one need now go through the field with a cane. The little stalks will now of themselves bite the tops off the big ones. The big ones are beginning to bite off their own in their desire to Be Like Stalks.” (Lewis 165) In Screwtape’s metaphor, Harrison Bergeron is one of those too-tall stalks.

Screwtape also predicts the marginalization and alienation of the few achievers who, like Harrison, refuse to conform. “Meanwhile, as a delightful by-product, the few (fewer every day) who will not be made Normal and Regular and Like Folks increasingly tend to become in reality the prigs and cranks which the rabble would in any case have believed them to be. For suspicion often creates what it suspects. (‘Since, whatever I do, the neighbours are going to think me a witch, or a Communist agent, I might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, and become one in reality.’)” (Lewis 164) Whether achievers withdraw from society like John Galt or end up dead like Harrison Bergeron, the loss is society’s. Like the gods of Asgard, societies that fetter achievers and punish achievement end up turning a societal asset into a liability. In the long run, societies that discourage achievement and excellence only end up hurting themselves.   (Word Count: 962)
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