Review of ‘The Dispossessed’, a dystopian novel by Ursula K Le Guin

The science fiction novel ‘The Dispossessed’, written by Ursula K Le Guin, was first published in 1974 and won the Hugo, Locus and Nebula awards in the following year. The events in the book are set on the orbiting twin planets, Urras and Anarres. Even if this novel is the fifth book written in the Hain series, it really is where the story began.
‘The Dispossessed’ is a political novel . The world of Annares is a world of decentralised social economy and social system without government, established by revolutionaries. Urras  is a lush and beautiful place and the world ruled by capitalist economics. In Urras, there is no shortage of water. It is an Earth-like planet covered by large sea areas, but its mineral resources have already been exhausted. Anarres is an opposite, a dry planet with plenty of mineral resources, but it suffers from a constant shortage of water and food.
The state of affairs in Urras clearly reflects the political reality of the 1970s; the world divided by capitalism and communism whereas Annares started as an idealistic experiment of a different way of life.
Urras’ inequality has naturally provoked lots of anger, and 150 years before the story unfolds, a major revolution took place. Instead of taking the more conventional approach and hanging the oppressors, a large number of revolutionaries fled to Annares. In this almost inhabitable desert, they try to establish an anarchic society based on principles of shared wealth, shared responsibility, shared bedrooms. Superficially the society works, but it is no longer progressing.
Annares can be seen as an ideal vision of a 1970s hippie community. Le Guin illustrates in ‘The Dispossessed’ how an anarchic society could function; the ideas of freedom, justice, community, wealth and power are all well-reasoned and thought through. At the same time, the language used in Annares is particularly interesting. Vocabulary is strangely limited. Often there are no words to explain certain concepts, or feelings – or allow a proper satisfactory swearing. Ursula Le Guin demonstrates in her fictional world how language shapes our perceptions. She further demonstrates how that, in turn, will determine our feelings and thoughts and subsequently the culture we subscribe to and create.
The story features the development of a mathematical theory of an instantaneous communications device that later comes to play a critical role in Le Guin's novels of the Hainish Cycle. The invention of that device places the novel first in the chorology of Hanish Circle, although, as said, it was published as fifth. 
The Dispossessed is thought-provoking fictional writing about freedom and different types of control mechanisms. It doesn’t offer answers but rather promotes better questions. Although the political and social themes of the book can be seen as contemporary, the challenges readers are faced with are universal. Individual freedom and greater good, equality ,freedom and control, leadership and power. The social systems, political ideals and sense of isolation have been reflected in the author’s other books and are themes she constantly returns to.
Ursula Le Guin’s prose is, as usual, very impressive. As expected, the writing can be dense, opaque and at times challenging. The chapters of the book don’t proceed chronologically; however, following the story is effortless. I do find her characters a bit dry and stereotypical at times and more as representatives of different mindsets and types of people than deep portrays of interesting and complicated individuals. The story is not character driven, rather an investigation into human condition and different possible outcomes. The protagonist of the novel, Shevek, is a physicist and time scientist who experiences life in different political realities. His final concluding thoughts become essential for the whole Hain series. 
Le Guin describes the different environments in the twin planets (the planet Urras and its atmospheric moon Annares) and skilfully supports themes of the narrative by her vivid descriptions. In the story there is an ongoing intense internal debate about the individual’s chances for freedom in the anarchist, capitalist or communist system – or in any organised system. 
Le Guin’s writing is precise, yet atmospheric and visual. As a reader I am brought into another world, a world that feels very real and plausible. Ursula K Le Guin’s great skill lies there; readers space travel to a different world and get an external perception about the world they live in. Apart from a sheer pleasure of reading splendid prose this is what makes her prose important and I would recommend this book.

