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Harrison Bergeron Answer Key: Decoding Vonnegut's Dystopian Vision

Introduction

Kurt Vonnegut Jr.'s chilling short story, "Harrison Bergeron," paints a stark picture of a future society
where extreme handicapping is enforced to achieve absolute equality. This seminal work of dystopian
fiction, often studied in literature classes, prompts deep reflection on the nature of freedom,
individuality, and the potential dangers of government overreach. For students and educators alike,
understanding the nuances of "Harrison Bergeron" is crucial for grasping its enduring message. This
comprehensive article serves as your definitive "Harrison Bergeron answer key," delving into its plot,
characters, themes, literary devices, and the profound questions it poses. We will explore the societal
structures Vonnegut creates, the tragic fate of Harrison Bergeron, and the implications of a world
where excellence is suppressed. By dissecting the story's core elements, we aim to provide a
thorough understanding that goes beyond simple plot summary, offering insights into the author's
cautionary tale. Whether you are seeking answers for a class assignment or simply wish to explore
this thought-provoking narrative more deeply, this guide will illuminate the many layers of "Harrison
Bergeron."
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Understanding the Core Concepts of Harrison Bergeron

At the heart of Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison Bergeron" lies the radical concept of enforced equality
through handicapping. The story is set in the year 2081, where the 211th, 212th, and 213th
Amendments to the Constitution have established the "absolute equality" of all citizens. This equality
is not achieved through uplifting the less fortunate, but by actively suppressing the gifted. Individuals
who possess above-average intelligence, strength, beauty, or any other exceptional trait are
burdened with handicaps designed to bring them down to the level of the average person. This is the
foundational principle that governs the world of Harrison Bergeron, creating a society devoid of
individual excellence and, consequently, human spirit.

The Handicapper General, Diana Moon Glampers, is the embodiment of this oppressive system. Her
role is to ensure that the handicaps are rigorously applied, maintaining the illusion of perfect equality.
The story explores the consequences of such a system, demonstrating how the suppression of
individual talent leads to a dull, uninspired, and ultimately dehumanized society. The citizens are
conditioned to accept their handicaps and not to question the status quo. This pervasive atmosphere
of conformity and the absence of any aspiration for betterment are central to understanding the
story's dystopian vision. The narrative forces readers to consider what truly constitutes equality and
whether the pursuit of absolute sameness is a desirable or even achievable goal.

Key Characters in Harrison Bergeron and Their Roles

Harrison Bergeron: The Rebel

Harrison Bergeron, the titular character, is the focal point of rebellion against the oppressive
equalizing system. He is described as an exceptionally intelligent, strong, and handsome young man.
Due to these extraordinary qualities, he is heavily handicapped, subjected to more severe
impairments than most citizens. Harrison is portrayed as a defiant individual who cannot tolerate the
stifling mediocrity imposed by the Handicapper General. His eventual escape from prison and his bold
attempt to overthrow the system, albeit short-lived, highlight his inherent desire for freedom and the
recognition of individual merit. Harrison represents the suppressed potential and the innate human
drive for self-expression and achievement that the dystopian society tries to extinguish.

George Bergeron: The Complacent Father

George Bergeron is Harrison's father and a character who largely embodies the compliance of the
average citizen under the regime. While George is intelligent and possesses above-average physical
strength, he has learned to accept and even utilize his handicaps. He wears a mental handicap radio
in his ear, which emits jarring noises to disrupt his thoughts if he begins to think too profoundly.
George's internal conflict arises when he witnesses his son's defiance. He expresses concern for
Harrison's safety but also displays a resigned acceptance of the system, fearing the consequences of
deviation. George represents the average person who has been so thoroughly conditioned that they
prioritize safety and conformity over their own potential and their children's aspirations.



Hazel Bergeron: The Average Citizen

Hazel Bergeron is Harrison's mother and is characterized by her below-average intelligence and her
general lack of ambition. She is the "perfect" citizen in the eyes of the regime, as she requires no
handicaps herself. Hazel's simple-mindedness makes her incapable of understanding the full
implications of the events unfolding around her. She is easily distracted and her memory is poor,
which makes her incapable of grasping the depth of her son's actions or the significance of his death.
Hazel symbolizes the ultimate outcome of enforced equality: a population that is dulled, unthinking,
and unable to appreciate or even comprehend true individuality or brilliance.

Diana Moon Glampers: The Antagonist

Diana Moon Glampers, the Handicapper General, is the primary antagonist of the story. She is the
architect and enforcer of the extreme handicapping laws. Glampers is portrayed as a ruthless and
unyielding figure, dedicated to maintaining the absolute equality mandated by the government. Her
swift and brutal actions in eliminating Harrison and his partner at the television studio demonstrate
the ultimate power and cruelty of the state when it prioritizes an abstract concept like enforced
equality over human life and individual rights. She is the personification of the dystopian authority.

The Plot of Harrison Bergeron: A Step-by-Step Analysis

The narrative of "Harrison Bergeron" opens in the year 2081, establishing the premise of a society
where every individual is made equal through severe handicaps. The story immediately introduces
George and Hazel Bergeron, who are watching television. George, being exceptionally strong and
intelligent, wears a barrage of handicaps, including thick glasses, a radio transmitter in his ear, and
weights strapped to his body. Hazel, on the other hand, is average and requires no handicaps.

The initial scenes depict the mundane reality of their lives, punctuated by the disruptive noises from
George's mental handicap radio, preventing him from engaging in deep thought. The television
broadcast is interrupted by news of Harrison Bergeron's escape from prison. The announcer, unable to
read with adequate articulation due to his speech impediment handicap, struggles to deliver the
news. This highlights how even basic communication is impaired by the system.

Harrison then appears on screen, described as a magnificent specimen of humanity who has been
reduced to a caricature of his former self by an array of handicaps. He is shackled, wears a hideous
mask, and is burdened with immense weights. He announces his intention to overthrow the
government and establish a society where excellence is celebrated, not suppressed. He declares
himself Emperor and chooses a ballerina to be his Empress, removing her handicaps to reveal her
natural grace and beauty.

Their performance, a celebration of unhindered human capability, is tragically cut short. The
Handicapper General, Diana Moon Glampers, arrives on the scene and, with a shotgun, shoots both
Harrison and his Empress dead. The broadcast abruptly cuts out. George and Hazel witness this on
television. George, whose mental handicap radio goes off at the critical moment, is unable to process



the implications. Hazel, with her limited memory, barely registers what happened, asking George
what they were watching and then forgetting about it. The story concludes with the couple deciding to
get some takeout, emphasizing the pervasive numbness and inability of the society to mourn or react
to such a monumental event.

Exploring the Themes of Harrison Bergeron

The Dangers of Extreme Egalitarianism

One of the most prominent themes in "Harrison Bergeron" is the critique of extreme egalitarianism,
particularly the idea that absolute equality can only be achieved by suppressing individual talent and
achievement. Vonnegut argues that striving for a society where everyone is "equal" by being equally
mediocre ultimately devalues human potential and stifles progress. The story suggests that a society
that fears and punishes excellence is a society that is ultimately doomed to stagnation and despair.
The very concept of equality in this world is a perversion, as it seeks to bring everyone down rather
than lift everyone up.

Individuality vs. Conformity

The story starkly contrasts the suppressed individuality of its citizens with the enforced conformity.
Harrison Bergeron, with his inherent brilliance and defiance, represents the preciousness of
individuality. His struggle against the system highlights the human need for self-expression and the
recognition of one's unique qualities. Conversely, characters like George and Hazel, who have largely
succumbed to conformity, demonstrate the tragic consequences of abandoning one's individuality.
The theme underscores the idea that true human flourishing requires the freedom to be oneself, even
if that means not fitting neatly into a mold of enforced sameness.

The Power and Peril of Government Control

Vonnegut uses "Harrison Bergeron" to explore the dangers of unchecked government power and
totalitarian control. The Handicapper General and the amendments that dictate the handicapping
system represent an authoritarian regime that dictates every aspect of citizens' lives in the name of a
twisted ideal. The story warns against a government that is willing to strip its citizens of their
fundamental freedoms and suppress their very nature to maintain its own version of order. The
absolute authority wielded by Glampers, culminating in the summary execution of Harrison, illustrates
the brutal suppression that can occur when the state prioritizes ideology over humanity.

The Nature of Freedom and Oppression

The narrative implicitly questions the definition of freedom. In the world of "Harrison Bergeron," the



citizens are free from the pressures of competition and the potential for failure, but this "freedom"
comes at the cost of genuine liberty and self-determination. They are oppressed by the constant
monitoring and handicapping that prevents them from living authentically. Harrison's rebellion is a
fight for true freedom – the freedom to excel, to express oneself, and to live without artificial
limitations. The story suggests that a society that sacrifices freedom for the illusion of security or
enforced equality is ultimately an oppressive one.

Literary Devices and Their Impact in Harrison Bergeron

Irony

Irony is a pervasive literary device in "Harrison Bergeron." The most prominent form is situational
irony, where the intended outcome of the handicapping system—equality—results in a society that is
inherently unequal in terms of spirit, vibrancy, and human potential. The ultimate equality achieved is
a state of universal mediocrity. Dramatic irony is also present, as the reader understands the full
implications of Harrison's fate and the societal decay, while characters like Hazel remain oblivious.
The very concept of handicapping the gifted to achieve equality is itself a profound irony, as it creates
a new form of inequality: the powerful versus the powerless, the enforcers versus the oppressed.

Satire

Kurt Vonnegut employs satire to critique contemporary societal trends and political ideas. "Harrison
Bergeron" satirizes the pursuit of absolute equality to the point of absurdity. The story exaggerates
the concept of affirmative action and social leveling to expose its potential dystopian consequences
when taken to an extreme. The handicaps themselves—the mental handicap radio, the weights, the
masks—are satirical exaggerations of attempts to level the playing field, presented as crude and
destructive rather than constructive.

Symbolism

Several elements in the story function as symbols. The handicaps themselves symbolize the artificial
suppression of human potential and the conformity imposed by oppressive systems. Harrison's
escape and his attempt to lead a rebellion symbolize the indomitable human spirit and the inherent
desire for freedom and self-expression. The television studio, where the climax occurs, can be seen as
a symbol of public life and the manipulation of media to control narratives and perceptions. The
shotgun in Diana Moon Glampers' hand is a stark symbol of brute force and the state's capacity for
violence in enforcing its will.



Tone

Vonnegut's tone throughout "Harrison Bergeron" is largely detached, darkly humorous, and ironic.
This tone allows him to present shocking events and a bleak vision of the future without becoming
overly sentimental or preachy. The humor, often found in the absurdity of the handicaps and the
characters' reactions, serves to highlight the tragedy of the situation and to make the story more
memorable and impactful. The detached tone encourages the reader to observe and analyze the
events critically.

Analyzing the Societal Implications of Harrison
Bergeron

"Harrison Bergeron" presents a chillingly plausible future where the pursuit of an abstract ideal of
equality leads to the erosion of individual liberty and human dignity. The story implies that when
governments overreach to enforce a singular vision of society, the results can be devastating. The
citizens, desensitized and numbed by the constant handicapping, have lost their capacity for critical
thought, emotional engagement, and any appreciation for beauty or excellence. This societal
implication serves as a potent warning against the dangers of unchecked state power and the
suppression of individual expression in the name of collective uniformity.

The story also prompts contemplation on how societies define and value "equality." Vonnegut
suggests that true equality should not be about making everyone the same, but about providing equal
opportunities and ensuring that everyone is treated with dignity and respect, regardless of their
differences. By forcing everyone to be equally "handicapped," the society in "Harrison Bergeron"
creates a perverse form of equality that actually dehumanizes its citizens. It highlights that the
suppression of the exceptional can lead to the detriment of all, as society loses the very individuals
who might drive innovation, art, and progress. The absence of any artistic or intellectual flourishing
further underscores the societal decay brought about by extreme enforced equality.

Harrison Bergeron's Impact and Relevance Today

Despite being written in 1961, "Harrison Bergeron" remains remarkably relevant in contemporary
society. The story's themes of government control, the manipulation of media, and the debate over
equality continue to resonate. In an era of increasing technological surveillance and ongoing
discussions about social justice and equity, Vonnegut's cautionary tale offers a powerful lens through
which to examine these issues. The story prompts us to consider the potential downsides of well-
intentioned social policies when they are implemented without careful consideration of their impact
on individual freedoms and human nature.

The story's enduring popularity in educational settings speaks to its ability to spark critical thinking
and debate about fundamental societal values. Students grapple with the ethical implications of
enforced equality, the balance between individual rights and collective well-being, and the potential
for utopian ideals to devolve into dystopian realities. The narrative serves as a timeless reminder that



the pursuit of perfection or absolute equality should not come at the expense of human individuality,
creativity, and the fundamental right to be oneself.

Frequently Asked Questions about Harrison Bergeron

What is the main message of "Harrison Bergeron"?

Who is the Handicapper General?

What are the handicaps in "Harrison Bergeron"?

Why is Harrison Bergeron considered a dystopian story?

What literary devices does Kurt Vonnegut use in "Harrison Bergeron"?

What is the significance of the ending of "Harrison Bergeron"?

How does "Harrison Bergeron" explore the concept of equality?

What are the main themes in "Harrison Bergeron"?

Who are the main characters and what do they represent?

What is the setting of "Harrison Bergeron"?

Conclusion: The Enduring Message of Harrison
Bergeron

In conclusion, "Harrison Bergeron" by Kurt Vonnegut Jr. serves as a profound and unsettling
examination of a future society where the pursuit of absolute equality has led to the suppression of
human excellence and the erosion of individuality. Through its compelling characters, vivid imagery,
and masterful use of literary devices, the story forces readers to confront critical questions about
freedom, conformity, and the potential dangers of unchecked government control. The "Harrison
Bergeron answer key" provided here highlights the story's core concepts, its thematic depth, and its
lasting relevance. Vonnegut's cautionary tale remains a vital piece of literature, urging us to be
vigilant in safeguarding individual liberties and to appreciate the inherent value of human diversity
and exceptionalism, lest we fall prey to the seductive but ultimately destructive siren song of
enforced, soul-crushing sameness.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary thematic message of Kurt Vonnegut's
'Harrison Bergeron'?
The primary thematic message of 'Harrison Bergeron' is a cautionary tale about the dangers of
extreme egalitarianism and the suppression of individual talent and freedom in the name of enforced
equality.

Who is Harrison Bergeron and why is he considered a threat
in the story?
Harrison Bergeron is an exceptionally intelligent, strong, and handsome teenager. He is considered a
threat because his natural superiority, if allowed to flourish, would disrupt the enforced equality
mandated by the government's handicaps.

What are the 'handicaps' used in 'Harrison Bergeron' and
what is their purpose?
The handicaps are physical and mental devices worn by citizens to equalize their abilities. For
example, intelligent people wear mental handicaps to make them think less, strong people wear
weights, and attractive people wear masks. Their purpose is to prevent anyone from being better
than anyone else.

How does the story portray the government's role in
achieving equality?
The story portrays the government as an oppressive force that achieves equality through the
systematic handicapping of its citizens. This enforced equality comes at the cost of individual liberty,
excellence, and human potential.

What is the significance of Harrison Bergeron's rebellion and
its outcome?
Harrison's rebellion is a defiant act against the oppressive regime, showcasing his desire for freedom
and individuality. However, its outcome is tragic, as he is quickly apprehended and executed by the
Handicapper General, demonstrating the government's ruthless commitment to maintaining its
version of equality.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the concept of "Harrison Bergeron," along with brief descriptions:

1. The Gilded Cage: Essays on Conformity and Control
This collection explores the societal pressures and mechanisms that encourage conformity and



suppress individuality. It delves into historical and contemporary examples of how societies attempt
to regulate behavior and thought, often under the guise of order or equality. The essays examine the
psychological and social costs of such control, questioning the true meaning of freedom in a world of
imposed limitations.

2. Unequal Measures: The Paradox of Absolute Equality
This academic work dissects the philosophical and practical challenges of achieving absolute equality.
It analyzes different theories of equality, from distributive justice to equality of outcome, and critically
examines how attempts to enforce sameness can lead to unintended and detrimental consequences.
The book argues that genuine fairness may require acknowledging and valuing differences rather
than eradicating them.

3. The Handicapper General: Fiction Exploring Societal Engineering
This anthology features short stories and novellas by various authors who imagine societies where
individuals are deliberately handicapped or augmented to achieve a specific societal balance. The
stories explore themes of genetic modification, social engineering, and the ethics of manipulating
human capabilities for the collective good. Readers will encounter diverse scenarios that highlight the
complex and often disturbing implications of such interventions.

4. Beyond the Equalizer: Stories of Resistance and Individuality
This inspirational volume compiles narratives of individuals who have defied societal norms and
oppressive systems in their pursuit of self-expression and freedom. The stories showcase acts of
courage, creativity, and resilience in the face of overwhelming pressure to conform. It offers a
counterpoint to narratives of control, emphasizing the enduring human spirit's capacity to break free.

5. Chronicles of the Suppressed: A History of Discouraged Talent
This historical account traces instances throughout history where exceptional talent or ability was
deliberately stifled or suppressed for various social or political reasons. It examines how fear of
exceptionalism has led to the marginalization of brilliant minds and the stifling of innovation. The
book serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of a society that fears what it cannot easily
control.

6. The Weight of the Crown: Leadership in Times of Social Upheaval
This book analyzes the difficult choices faced by leaders during periods of significant social change
and unrest. It explores the dilemmas of maintaining order while also fostering progress and individual
liberty. The narratives focus on the moral and practical considerations of governance when societal
structures are under strain.

7. Artificial Balance: The Ethics of Engineered Societies
This philosophical inquiry probes the ethical considerations of creating societies based on artificial
constraints and balances. It delves into questions of human nature, the purpose of life, and the
morality of imposing limitations on human potential. The book encourages readers to consider
whether a perfectly balanced society is truly a desirable or humane one.

8. The Silent Scream: Voices from Within the System
This collection of personal testimonies and fictionalized accounts offers a glimpse into the inner lives
of those living within heavily regulated or controlled environments. The narratives capture the
internal struggles, desires, and quiet acts of rebellion that occur beneath the surface of conformity. It
provides an intimate look at the emotional toll of living under constant surveillance and enforced
mediocrity.



9. Breaking the Mold: Reclaiming Individuality in a Standardized World
This self-help and philosophical guide provides actionable strategies for cultivating and expressing
one's unique identity in a world that often prioritizes standardization. It offers insights into
understanding one's own talents and passions and provides encouragement for embracing
individuality. The book aims to empower readers to resist societal pressures to conform and to
celebrate their own distinctiveness.
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