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Abstract
Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn and Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from

Omelas” are two famous American works of literature that, although similar in theme and
published around the same time, have never been studied together. This thesis examines
resistance and agency in the two selected works by leaning on previous work by scholars such
as Raymond Olderman and his concept of the waste land. John Pennington’s metafictional
analysis and, more recently, Annabel Herzog’s political study of Omelas are also of importance
for this analysis. Firstly, I apply Olderman’s terminology to analyze the flawed power constructs
of these two fictional societies and what maintains them. Additionally, I examine acts of
resistance in both works and draw comparisons between them. Finally, I discuss incentives for
reaffirming or rejecting agency within both stories and how this affects their outcomes. I argue
that the narrative of The Last Unicorn propagates for resistance with the goal of reform through
belief in a better world and reclaiming of agency. The citizens in “The Ones Who Walk Away

from Omelas”, however, struggle to find a way out of their morally compromised system.
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1. Introduction

The typical reader is likely not unaccustomed to feelings of cynicism, in literature as well as
daily life. A 2021 UNICEF report found that on average 59% of youths from high-income
countries think children will be worse off than their parents. Climate change, wars, poverty —
these are all unifying injustices many view as inevitable. Pessimistic sentiments may be
paralleled by a perceived loss of agency and inability to resist systems more powerful than
oneself. Naturally, this is not unique to the current era as literature and art of the recent past can
certainly attest to. To explore resistance and agency through literature, I examine two works

which exemplify systemic reform or lack thereof.

The works selected for this analysis are Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn (1968) and
Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” (1973). Beagle’s novel is often
described as a metafictional parody of the traditional fairytale, as it centers around elements
typical of that genre (Pennington 11). For example, it features evil witches, princes, and wizards,
as well as heroic journeys and magical transformations. It is set in a half-dystopian world where
magic is growing scarce. Le Guin’s short story, on the other hand, is about a utopia-like city
called Omelas, which maintains the joy of its citizens through keeping an innocent child trapped
in a basement. It has often been read as an allegory for the relation between the Global North
and South (Thompson 276). Both selected works are highly focused on a sense of
disillusionment with the status quo, yet at least one of the works (The Last Unicorn) is also

characterized by a sense of hopefulness about the future.

Both authors are American and published their respective works in the late 60s/early
70s, a time of much turbulence in the USA. At the center of this era is a disenchantment with
the forgotten American Dream and skepticism toward the promises of capitalism, which as
previously mentioned, is partially prevalent even today. As far as [ am able to ascertain, the two
works have never been considered together. Thus, there is great potential for a nuanced
discussion in connecting Beagle’s and Le Guin’s stories through their themes and messages. It
is meaningful to read the two works together in part because of their similarities, but mainly

because of their different approaches to resistance and agency.

Through examining resistance and displays of agency in both works, I study how these
fictional worlds are or are not able to move past the morally compromised settings in which the
reader first finds them. I analyze the said compromised settings and the underlying structures
and entities which uphold them. Furthermore, I examine how characters might or — in certain

cases — do resist these structures. Finally, I discuss instances in which resistance is incentivized



through reclaiming agency or cases where it is instead suppressed through denying agency. I
argue that the characters of The Last Unicorn uphold a notion of balanced opposition as
something worth working toward through resistance. On the other hand, the world of Omelas
struggles in finding incentives for reform. I claim that The Last Unicorn offers a worldview in
which resistance against the status quo is not only possible but also a worthwhile cause. In

contrast, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” appears far more cynical in its conclusion.

2. Background
2.1 The Selected Works in Summary

The Last Unicorn is set in a magicless world where people no longer believe in unicorns. It is
centered around a lone unicorn: “It is their nature to live alone in one place [...] they are a little
vain, knowing themselves to be the most beautiful creatures in all the world...” (Beagle 2). The
unicorn — upon discovering that she might be the last of her kind — sets out on a journey to find
others like her. However, she is promptly captured by the evil witch Mommy Fortuna and her
travelling Midnight Carnival of magical imitations. This is where she meets the kind but
incompetent magician Schmendrick, who helps her escape. Together, they set out to find the
castle of King Haggard and Prince Lir, where they believe the Red Bull has trapped the
unicorns. Along the way they also meet Molly Grue, the companion of a would-be Robin Hood,

who joins them on their adventure.

During the unicorn’s first encounter with the Bull by Haggard’s castle — soon after
leaving the cursed town of Hagsgate — she is turned by Schmendrick into a human, Lady
Amalthea, to escape the Bull. This is also how they enter Haggard’s castle without raising too
much suspicion. While Molly and Schmendrick work to find out where the unicorns might be,
Amalthea and Prince Lir slowly fall in love. The novel explores themes of resistance and
agency, mainly through the character of the unicorn. An important theme is also that of balanced

opposition as the goal of reform.

“The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” is a short story about the joyous city of
Omelas which represents a utilitarian utopia. It permits suffering, but only in the form of a small
child locked in a basement. This is what keeps Omelas otherwise perfect, as the narrator

acknowledges that evil is needed in order for good to exist at all (Le Guin 282). While the other



citizens enjoy festivals, parks, and music, the child is confined to a tiny space. It never receives
any love or care in accordance with the terms which keep Omelas intact. However, there are
certain people who, upon seeing the child, cannot handle their own part in its suffering and

therefore leave Omelas.

The short story is generally regarded as an allegory for the inevitable injustice of a world
in which some countries prosper from economically exploiting others. Or, philosophically, as a
thought experiment designed to question utilitarianism. In a collection of her short stories, The
Wind's Twelve Quarters, Le Guin credits William James’s The Moral Philosopher and the
Moral Life for the idea of a utopia which rests upon the suffering of one soul (275). Le Guin
writes that “the dilemma of the American conscience can hardly be better stated” (275), which

substantiates that the allegory represents the Global North-Global South relation.

2.2 A Historical and Theoretical Framework
The Last Unicorn and “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” were published around the

same time, in 1968 and 1973 respectively, a turbulent time for the USA. The country greatly
increased its involvement in the Vietnam War after 1965, with over half a million Americans
stationed in Vietnam during the peak of the conflict in 1969 (Spector). Famously, this led to
numerous peace protests with tens of thousands of people demanding a withdrawal from the
war (Spector). In addition, the Stonewall riots took place in 1969 in New York City, an event
often cited as a crucial piece in the fight for gay and transgender rights in the country
(Blakemore). Finally, the Watergate scandal took place in 1972, eventually leading to the
resignation of Richard Nixon and causing an overall disillusionment and distrust in the
government (Wallenfeldt). These events paint a broader picture of resistance and a struggle for
equality and reform. But many of them also illustrate the contrast between the height of the
counterculture and the subsequent collapse of it. This puts a partition between the time of The
Last Unicorn and the time of “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”. As will become clear
during my analysis, in many ways, the two chosen works are products of their time, while

simultaneously remaining thematically relevant to the contemporary reader.

The late 60s were also the height of the civil rights movement, with the assassination of
Martin Luther King Jr. in April of 1968 (Lewis and Carson), the same year The Last Unicorn
was first published. However, Trodd notes that the idea that the movement began and ended
during King’s lifetime is an oversimplification (17). In Freedom Is a Constant Struggle, Angela
Davis writes that to gain agency — to be convinced that one has it — it is crucial to divorce
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historic reform from notions of singular “heroic” actors (2). Additionally, the very idea and core
of racism in the USA is far more sewn into the fabric of society than the civil rights movement
could address (Davis 17). If the objective then was to dismantle the racism of the legal
apparatus, the next step is to tackle the broader issues, such as “class, gender, sexuality, nation,
and ability” (4). These are all connected and equally fortified in society. Ideologies which
uphold oppressive systems “are so deeply rooted in our contemporary world” that the idea of
abolition is inconceivable (Davis 6). Finally, Davis emphasizes that an essential part of
resistance is uplifting the marginalized as equals — acknowledging their agency — instead of

perpetuating their inferiority (26).

Regarding civil rights from a literary perspective, both selected works exhibit some
characteristics of “protest literature” (Trodd 19) typical of the era and may be viewed through
this lens to analyze their value for activism. W. E. B. Du Bois regarded art as a medium for
activism and maintained that the separation of art and propaganda was entirely fabricated (18).
According to him — and other writers like William Pickens, Langston Hughes, and Gwendolyn
Brooks — propaganda, in the sense of “protest”, should be elevated by artists to essentially
become art (Trodd 18-9). As John Stauffer defines it, “protest literature” is a text that in some
way condemns aspects of society and offers “either implicitly or explicitly”, a way of rectifying
those aspects (xii). Furthermore, Stauffer points to “empathy”, “shock value”, and “symbolic
action” as three devices indicative of protest literature (xiii). Additionally, Trodd notes a
tendency to write about the physical as much as the symbolic. Writers like Hughes would often
situate symbolic concepts as constrained by physical boundaries and vice versa, in order to
conceptualize marginalization (20). Utilizing “spatiosymbolic representation” (20) in this
manner is a key characteristic of protest literature and appears in both selected works. This

concept is helpful in identifying constraints and resistance.

The turbulent political landscape and the civil rights movement form the foundation of
the waste land as described by Raymond Olderman in Beyond the Waste Land. Olderman
utilizes the T. S. Eliot term to give name to the metaphorically — and sometimes literally —
desolate landscape of the 1960s American novel. In short, the waste land is a dead land, which
pulls everything toward destruction. And the characters are “alienated, aimless, bored, and
rootless” (11); they are “idealless and hopeless” (12) and morally disordered. Whereas the
immediate post-World War II era was dominated by notions of the so-called American Dream,
Olderman argues that the 1960s novel “finds its controlling metaphor in the image of the waste
land” (8). He views The Great Gatsby (1925) as an early example of a novel which recognizes
the waste land in its critique of the American Dream, capturing a sort of disillusionment.
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Additionally, the image of the waste land exhibits what Olderman considers as key
characteristics of the 60s novel: a conflation of reality and fiction and a fear of the mystery
behind this conflation — that the human should prove powerless. Ultimately, the waste land
suggests not only that one who exists within it is somehow ailing, but also that there is yet hope
of being rescued (10). Despite having abandoned the search for a utopia, having found itself in
a dead and hopeless landscape, the novel of the 60s desperately reaches for a way out of the

waste land (33).

The two works connect differently to the historical and theoretical framework put
forward thus far. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn follows the definition given by Stauffer, in that it
appears critical of its setting. The novel appears invested in issues like those at the forefront of
US politics at the time, such as corruption or struggles for freedom and equality. Also present
is spatio-symbolic representation of power structures, as well as a solution to the novel’s
problem of inequality. On the topic of the waste land, Olderman discusses Beagle’s novel in the
last chapter of his book. He views the novel as a step out of the imagery of the waste land

because of its tendency to steer toward hope and change (241-42).

On the other hand, “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” does not capture the idea
of protest and waste land quite as clearly; it does so in a more implicit manner. While the
narration certainly appears critical of the structure of Omelas, it stops short of offering a
solution. Le Guin uses both shock value and empathy — key devices of protest literature
according to Stauffer — to contrast the utopian Omelas against the miserable child. Additionally,
spatio-symbolic representation of constraint is helpful in determining the anatomy of Omelas.
Furthermore, although the short story does not strictly adhere to Olderman’s term, it may still

be discussed through this lens.

3. The Waste Land and What Maintains It
3.1 The Last Unicorn as a Waste Land

The setting and landscape of the world of The Last Unicorn is often shown to correspond to
Olderman’s description of the waste land. Average people are presented as cynical and
somehow changed for the worse in a world without unicorns: “Men had changed and the world
with them” (Beagle 11). Mommy Fortuna’s Carnival is a product of these changed times,

representing an abject imitation of magic: “The nine black wagons of the Midnight Carnival
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seemed smaller by daylight [...] flimsy and fragile as dead leaves” (21). The image is bleak and
sorrowful; the enchanted animals are described as “sad beasts” (40), and the spectators as
having sad eyes (42). When the unicorn escapes the carnival, she feels as though she is back
home in her forest, “which [is] black and wet and ruined because she ha[s] been gone so long”
(48). Albeit describing her forest’s destruction, it also stands as a description of the rest of the

world. It is full of false magic and destruction and all that is bad, without any of the good.

The only point of comparison to the waste land is the unicorn’s home — the lilac wood.
It is the first thing the reader encounters, but the very idea of a forest largely comprised of lilac
bushes is somewhat magical, if a little mythical. It is because of this initial introduction that the
unicorn — and everything that is beautiful and otherworldly like her — offers such a sharp contrast
to all she encounters on her journey. Furthermore, it is why Mommy Fortuna’s Carnival is so
gloomy and somber in its mimicry of magic. The contrast is a heavy-handed reminder of all that
is missing in the outside world. The problem appears to be that magic is not widely present, and

the only things left are cheap imitations or the wrong kind of magic.

By far the most ruined part of the world is King Haggard’s country, which corresponds
most clearly to Olderman’s notion of the waste land. Schmendrick tells the unicorn of it with a
poem: “Where all the hills are lean as knives / And nothing grows, not leaves nor lives / Where
hearts are sour as boiled beer / Haggard is the ruler here” (Beagle 55-6). This description is
very reminiscent of Olderman’s interpretation of the waste land, not only in the dry and dead
description of the land, but also in the description of the people as ruined not unlike the land.
Furthermore, Haggard himself is shown to be an almost mythically evil figure, who rules over
“a barren country by the sea” (Beagle 56). His greed has thrust the world into imbalance as the
beautiful unicorns no longer roam the land. Haggard embodies the waste lander as he is shown
to be utterly bored and morally disordered. For example, he says to Schmendrick: “[The
pleasures of court] are nothing to me [...] I have known them all, and they have not made me

happy” (161). He finds joy in nothing and hopes for nothing.

This sentiment of cynicism is not contained only to Haggard’s kingdom, as we see it
pictured as early as the first chapter, although coupled with a hopeful inclination. “Would you
call this age a good one for unicorns?” one hunter asks the other somewhat derisively, who
responds: “No, but I wonder if any man before us ever thought his time a good time for
unicorns” (Beagle 5). This answer is hopeful because it implies that unicorns could return after
all, although it might not seem that way. This hopefulness is mirrored by other characters in the

novel, most notably Schmendrick and Molly Grue. Schmendrick distinguishes himself from



characters like Haggard. When Molly accuses him of only caring about magic he says: “How
could I be like that, and still have all these troubles?”’ (252). The implication is that he is different
because he has hope and conceptions of a better world, which ironically makes things difficult.
Molly’s hopefulness is shown best in her first encounter with the unicorn. Initially, she is angry;
she cries and shouts at the unicorn for coming to her so late in life. But ultimately, she says:
“It’s all right. I forgive you” (97), signaling that despite magic appearing to her so late, she is
still thankful that it did. Thus, the novel’s characters exemplify the hope for a way out mentioned
by Olderman (33) as the novel denotes a step “out of the waste land” (220).

3.2 The Bull’s Domain and the Force of the Narrative

If The Last Unicorn indeed does describe a waste land, the question of who has made it so must
be asked. What evil force can the characters overthrow in order to bring about reform? As
established, King Haggard’s land is the most compromised, and it is so because he selfishly
deprived the world of unicorns, wanting to keep them all to himself. Haggard tells Amalthea:
“I said to the Bull, ‘I must have that. I must have all of it, all there is, for my need is very great’”
(219). However, there is some confusion as to who exactly possesses the power, whether it is
the Red Bull or Haggard. Schmendrick tells the unicorn how little is known about the Bull’s
true nature: he has heard that Haggard belongs to the Bull, but also that the Bull belongs to
Haggard (57). And in fact, this matter is never quite resolved. While it is because of Haggard’s
own desire to possess the unicorns that the Bull captures them (219), it is also apparent that
Haggard cannot be defeated while the Bull is still present. They are intertwined in this sense

and might be seen as two different powerful entities, or one and the same, but what is important

is that resistance against one must be matched with resistance against the other.

Hagsgate also plays a part in the construction of the waste land. The characters’ initial
belief that it is, like all other parts of Haggard’s realm, barren and dark is shattered as soon as
they enter the town. Its streets are described as “smoothly paved”, “its gardens glow[ing]”, and
the houses as if they “might have grown up out of the earth, like trees” (Beagle 110). The town
is, however, subject to a curse: they will have bountiful harvests, but it will all go away once a
child of Hagsgate brings Haggard’s tower to the ground (117). Therefore, they have a vested

interest in keeping Haggard’s rule intact.

Thus, the tower is also connected to what may be referred to as the Bull’s domain. When
the Bull is eventually banished, its retreat into the sea is also directly related to the collapse of
the entire castle and Haggard’s own death (Beagle 267). The tower is a “spatio-symbolic
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representation” (Trodd 20) for the corrupt power which keeps the land in a barren state. The
King, the Bull, and the tower form the system representing capitalism with Haggard as a hoarder
of wealth through the Bull. And his constituents in Hagsgate act as the complicit upper-middle
class who still suffer under him but ultimately enjoy privileges while his tower still stands.
Hence, once the physical tower falls, so does the symbolic structure of oppression, erasing with
it the curse of Hagsgate. Notably, just as the power structure is comprised of multiple figures,
the characters must also work together to dismantle this structure. How they do this will be

explored further in 4.1.

In addition to the Bull’s domain, the novel also contains multiple unsubtle references to
a larger, more ambiguous force which holds power over the story and its characters. The idea is
most clearly articulated by Lir when he refuses to allow Amalthea to stay with him: “Things
must happen when it is time for them to happen. Quests may not simply be abandoned,
prophecies may not be left to rot like unpicked fruit; unicorns may go unrescued for a long time,
but not forever. The happy ending cannot come in the in middle of the story” (Beagle 249). The
obvious question is: who says so? What Lir is implying here is that there is in fact someone or
something that steers characters toward completing the right story and dictates what must and
must not be done. Similarly, Pennington likens the way Schmendrick talks about magic in a
personified sense to how an author might talk about the writing process (12). This metafictional
layer prompts the reader to ponder the difference between fiction and reality, but it also prompts
characters to question their own agency and influence upon the eventual outcome (Aichele 60).
As Olderman notes, the 60s novel is characterized by a sense of powerlessness for its characters

(3). To them, a narrative force of sorts — almost divine in nature — might seem ineluctable.

3.3 Omelas as a Waste Land
In “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas”, Omelas is first described as the perfect city. Le

Guin begins with a long description of a festival taking place. The processions move “between
houses with red roofs and painted walls, between old moss-grown gardens and under avenues
of trees, past great parks and public buildings” (276). The citizens of Omelas are not simple
people, “they [are] not barbarians. [...] As they [do] without monarchy and slavery, so they also
[get] on without the stock exchange, the advertisement, the secret police, and the bomb” (278).
In fact, the narrator invites the readers to imagine their own picture of what such a joyous society
might look like, so as to convince them of just how wonderful it is (278). In every way

heretofore described, Omelas differs entirely from Olderman’s idea of the waste land, and
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likewise from the setting of The Last Unicorn. The land is green and fruitful, and the people are

lively and happy.

However, it is the miserable child in the basement that allows Omelas to be a utopia,
and the reader understands this even before it is stated explicitly. The narrator even anticipates
a reluctance by the reader to accept this perfect society and finally includes in the description
of this joyous city a description of the child: “It is feeble-minded. Perhaps it was born defective,
or perhaps it has become imbecile through fear, malnutrition, and neglect” (281). The narrator
later adds: “It is because of the child that [Omelians] are so gentle with children” (283). Namely,
the assumption is that without understanding of pain, the people could feel no love and
happiness either. The absence of suffering would probably not equal joy, but a more neutral and
painless yet joyless existence. The citizens therefore seem to collectively agree that the best
possible system is one in which misery — the yin part of yang or vice versa — is contained to the

smallest possible unit (Herzog 80).

Despite the perceived utopia of Omelas, the shadow of that one child in the basement
looms over it. The child’s continued existence suggests that the people of Omelas are, at the
very least, morally compromised. It mirrors Olderman’s idea of a waste land because the people
are not only — as I will argue below — powerless but also “helpless in the face of a total
disintegration of values” (Olderman 12). They have justified the child’s suffering and are doing
nothing to change its situation. It is true that the benefits seem far too great: “To exchange all
the goodness and grace of every life in Omelas for that single, small improvement: [...] that
would be to let guilt within the walls indeed” (Le Guin 282). Omelas would be ruined.
Therefore, the citizens would rather have it tainted by a hidden, ugly truth, than dissolved

entirely. And it is, at its core, a selfish choice upon which their society is built.

3.4 Who Enforces the Rules of Omelas?

What force dictates that the terms of reaping the benefits of Omelas are such that a child —some,
singular child — must always suffer? It is a complicated question to answer, because in Omelas
there seems to be no individual who holds all the power. There is no group of people, like a
government or council, that decidedly put the child in the basement (Le Guin 278). In this sense,
every citizen of Omelas is separately responsible for maintaining this order of things and so,
the only entity they can resist is themselves (Herzog 77). Omelas might be born of some divine

stipulation, or a system consciously or subconsciously put into place by the citizens of Omelas



as a collective. Regardless, it seems that Omelians see the child as a necessity in achieving a

happy society (Herzog 78).

Thompson argues the people of Omelas accept the terms of their happiness — and see
them as necessary — by outsourcing authority to some unchangeable entity of power. She
mentions Slavoj Zizek’s concept of fantasy supporting reality; the idea that there is one element
which does not fit into the structure yet constitutes the structure (277). Rather than viewing the
child as the element that upholds Omelas, they view it as a flaw (277). In other words, the child
represents the one bad — or even destructive — thing in Omelas, possessing the ability to
deconstruct the utopia. The idea of abandoning their fantasy threatens to reveal the Omelians
themselves as having a different role in the system (Thompson 278) — a role akin to that of the
oppressor rather than the innocent bystander. Hence, they uphold the fantasy of the terms of

Omelas as out of their reach.

The spatio-symbolic aspect of this narrative comes into play as the child embodies
everything that is bad — the one flaw of Omelas — so that the citizens may enjoy everything that
is good. It represents all suffering, hunger, and sorrow that exists in Omelas, and it is physically
constrained by the basement in which it is kept. The basement becomes a literal cage that keeps
the perceived evil at bay, but in this way also marginalizes it and casts it out of society through
discrimination. Ironically, by locking misery away, the citizens of Omelas implicate themselves
as perpetrators of an oppressive system. The physical child is innocent, suffering has simply
been projected onto it by virtue of being isolated in a cruel manner, so that its isolation can
continue being justified. The cycle of justifying the child’s marginalization is continued because
Omelians, as previously argued, do not view themselves as complicit because they are
powerless. In that sense, they are also “hopeless” (Olderman 12), at least for a world in which

the child could one day be free. This is how Omelas’s waste land is constructed and upheld.

4. Acts of Resistance
Having established that the two chosen works exemplify two very different but similar ideas of

a waste land — a setting that is somehow flawed, either morally or structurally — I turn to
examining how their characters react to their respective environments. As previously stated, the
characters of The Last Unicorn have two kinds of forces to contend with. Firstly, there is the

Bull’s domain which has stripped the world of magic and must, in a fairytale-like way, be
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defeated. Secondly there is the vague notion of a narrative structure which dictates how and

when events must occur. Omelians, however, can only challenge themselves.

4.1 Reforming the World of The Last Unicorn

The unicorn’s first choice, which sets her on a path to find the other unicorns, is a
moment at which she could have remained passive but did not. She lived for years not knowing
that anything was amiss. It is only when she overhears the hunters speak of the unicorns being
extinct that she begins to wonder about the others. There was an option to stay in her peaceful
forest and choose to believe that there are others out there, somewhere far away. She at first
concludes: “Even if it were true [that I am the last], I would not go. I live here” (7). However,
“from that first moment of doubt, there [is] no peace for her” (6). Crucially, this doubt leading
to unease is what ultimately sets the story into motion, defining her first display of agency and
the first step toward defeating Haggard. To put this action into Davis’s terms, it is a “conscious

intervention” (28), one which is a vital part in achieving the ultimate goal of reform.

The unicorn travels very far and remains resolute in her goal of liberation until her
human transformation. She becomes passive: “She began and ended with Prince Lir—except
for the dreams, and they soon faded, as he had said they would” (212). As she slowly falls in
love, she forgets who she was and why she even came to Haggard’s castle. She no longer
perceives herself as an immortal being: “It is a unicorn the Bull wants. Tell him not to change
me into a unicorn” (246). Amalthea cannot understand the importance that the unicorns’
freedom has for the world and had for her past self. Thinking back to her first “conscious
intervention” (Davis 28) — when she leaves her forest — Amalthea’s refusal to change echoes the
unicorn’s reluctance in that opening scene. She falls into that same line of thinking of attempting

to stay on the margins of the story, without agency and without means for resistance.

The unicorn becomes passive as Amalthea because her own narrative becomes
complicated with the dual identity of a human princess and an immortal unicorn. Pennington,
in his analysis of the metafictional devices in the novel, discusses this interrupted narrative (14).
He argues that the story plucks the unicorn out of its idyllic paradise and places it in a tale which
she was not meant for. Through gaining humanity, she is placed into yet another story, that of
the traditional princess (14). It is precisely because she escapes the narrative of the unicorn and
learns to love that she gains the strength to confront the Red Bull. But because of her time as a
human, she also remains forever changed even as a unicorn: “I have been mortal, and some part
of me is mortal yet” (Beagle 287). Although her human form renders her temporarily passive,
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it also ultimately allows her to fulfill her original goal of defeating the Bull. As Schmendrick
tells Lir: “If you had not tried to save the unicorn, she would never have turned on the Red Bull”

(270-71). Through her humanity, she gains the strength for resistance.

Furthermore, the narrative structure that Lir points to — “things must happen when it is
time for them to happen” (Beagle 249) — is partially counteracted precisely with the help of the
aforementioned interrupted narrative. The unicorn’s temporary humanity exemplifies that the
structure of the fairytale can in fact be bent, if not broken entirely. While it is true that “unicorns
[do not] go unrescued” (249) and the quest is accomplished, the manner in which this is
achieved is unorthodox by the stipulations of the fairytale. At the end of it all, the unicorn tells
Schmendrick: “T am not like the others now, for no unicorn was ever born who could regret, but
I do. I regret” (287). The princess does not get her happy ending with a prince and the unicorn
is, in a way, no longer a unicorn; the fairytale is fractured. The Last Unicorn shows that
resistance, even against supposedly predetermined narratives, is still possible through creation

of new paths — through transformation and reform.

A crucial part in the characters’ resistance against both Haggard and the perceived
narrative structure is that said structure is only legitimized through their mutual belief in it. For
example, Molly suggests that Lir is only convinced of his part as the hero in the story because
Schmendrick convinces him of it. She says to Schmendrick: “[...] but you reminded him that he
is a hero, and now he has to do what heroes do. He loves her, and you tricked him” (Beagle
251). This possibility is further emphasized when Schmendrick nudges Lir toward stepping in
front of the Bull and ultimately prompting the unicorn to fight back. As Lir shouts for the
magician to help, Schmendrick says: “That’s what heroes are for”” (261), upon which Prince Lir
1s convinced to act. Whether this narrative structure that the characters must contend with is at
all set in stone, as Lir seems to believe, or whether it is just people nudging each other in the
right direction remains a mystery. The right direction being that which leads to the characters’
idea of the most beneficial outcome for either themselves or their world as a whole. Namely,

the way to reform.

As mentioned in 3.2, to bring about reform and realize their vision of a better world, the
characters work as a collective to dismantle the oppressive structure. Lir is the one who the
prophecy of Hagsgate is about; he is not only a crucial piece in inspiring the unicorn’s resistance,
but also the figurehead which inherits the system. The task of rebuilding once the unicorns are
released rests on his shoulders. Molly is the one who figures out how to get to the Bull in the

first place. Schmendrick, while also being responsible for the unicorn’s newfound human vigor,
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is the one who enables them to stay in proximity to the Bull by distracting Haggard. The
unicorn’s role is of course far from negligible as she is the one who banishes the Red Bull into
the sea. The Bull, Haggard, the castle, and even Hagsgate are all spatio-symbolic representations
of oppression, and they must all be confronted. This is what Davis means when she discusses
issues of inequality as intersectional (4), but also when she speaks on the dangers of
individualism (1). Historically, there is a danger in viewing reform as “the work of heroic
individuals”, because then the belief in the ordinary individual’s potential for agency is lost

(Davis 2).

4.2 Omelas’s Rejection of Agency
“The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” presents a different kind of problem because,

as Herzog notes in her analysis, the people of Omelas believe their society to already be optimal
(76). And this is precisely because everyone agrees that the very definition of a good life must
include an equivalent to the suffering child (81). Because of this, they cannot rebel. Herzog
argues that leaving Omelas is an act of resistance only in an individualistic sense, because the
very act of removing oneself from the contract of Omelas absolves one of responsibility and
therefore cannot be considered political action (84). The only way a person in Omelas can rebel
is by not only rejecting the contract, but also by dismantling it (Herzog 86). In my analysis, I
do not consider abstinence a political action, as by rejecting responsibility — and therefore

agency — reform is neglected.

The very act of leaving — and resisting, in this limited sense — is presented by the narrator
as an anomaly. Le Guin writes: “But there is one more thing to tell, and this is quite incredible”
(283), going on to describe those who leave. This almost suggests that not only is leaving very
rare, but also that it is probably the only form of resistance Omelians have ever exercised. Not
only do they consider their society optimal, but they also believe that the child could never be
freed because it could not appreciate its freedom. Again, to connect this to Davis, some notions
are so deeply internalized that resistance is unfathomable (22). Omelians are so deeply
entrenched in their way of thinking that they see no way out of the waste land and — in fact —

do not see themselves as waste landers at all.

Although leaving might be perceived as the only option for those who disagree with the
treatment of the child, there are other alternatives. In 4.1, I referred to them as creation of new
paths. In her short story “Why Don’t We Just Kill the Kid in The Omelas Hole” Isabel J. Kim
theorizes a version of events wherein radical revolutionaries kill the trapped child as a way of

13



freeing it. It offers a solution to the problem of reintegrating the child into society. Le Guin
writes that “[the child] would not get much good of its freedom: a little vague pleasure of
warmth and food, no doubt, but little more” (282-83). By simply ending its suffering, the
citizens do not need to speculate over whether the child could be freed or not. They get to rebuild
a system which does not rely on a suffering child. Kim’s story, however, does not develop this
way after all. Instead, at the first sign of their utopia collapsing, the citizens of Omelas find
another child to put in the basement so that they can maintain their lifestyles (Kim).

The different path which might lead to reform is rejected by the broader public.

4.3 Leaving Utopia as a First Step toward Reclaiming Agency

How citizens of Omelas think of their situation is reminiscent of the unicorn’s reluctance to
leave her forest. In the very beginning, she is unconvinced about her duty to look for the others,
as she says: “What could I ever search for in the world, except this again?”’ (6). This echoes the
idea that nothing else could ever be better, not even satisfying some curiosity that she might
have about the others nor the knowledge that she could help her kind. Her decision to eventually
leave is a mirror of leaving Omelas. The fact that some people choose to leave this utopia is an
indication that Omelas is a place one might conceivably want to leave — that there are other

things to search for.

People who leave Omelas do so because seeing the child breaks the illusion of perfection
and provides a path to regarding resistance as not only possible but also necessary. The narrative
of their lives is interrupted similarly to that of the unicorn or Lady Amalthea. They might think,
like the unicorn, that they could never leave because they do not believe anything is worth
leaving for. However, upon being confronted by the sight of the child, their morality is put into
question and ultimately made complicated until the point of no return. Le Guin writes that “at
times one of the adolescent girls or boys who go to see the child does not go home to weep or
rage, does not, in fact, go home at all” (283). They must leave, but where to go from there and

how to utilize their agency in a way that results in reform is a task still unsolved.
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5. Finding and Reaffirming Agency

The eventual move toward reform is prompted through reclaiming agency, as well as extending
it toward those who lack it. This section examines how resistance is incentivized or impeded in

both selected works and how this either serves or hinders reform.

5.1 Opposition as Incentive for Resistance
A recurring theme in both the novel and the short story is that of opposites. Pennington

examines The Last Unicorn through Blake’s opposites of innocence and experience. I have
already acknowledged opposition as it is the very basis on which Omelas is built and justified.
Suffering must exist somewhere so that there can be joy, and together they form a whole

(Norford 101). Similarly, the interrupted narrative of the unicorn and Amalthea makes her
“universal — immortal, mortal; innocent, experienced” (Pennington 16). The unicorn, having
become mortal and again immortal, becomes something new and greater; the juxtaposition of
the two contraries gives her a sort of insight (Reiter 115). This differs from Omelas in that the
goal is balance between two extremes. Omelians instead maintain a firm belief that the most
just system is one in which one side — deemed undesirable — is made as small and insignificant

as possible (Herzog 81).

Adhering to one extreme, while suppressing the other is shown as ruinous in The Last
Unicorn. In his analysis, Reiter discusses the contraries of mortality and immortality and how
they interact to form a complete figure. He concludes that characters like Mommy Fortuna and
Haggard become corrupt and ruined because of their desire to possess immortality (112). Lir,
for example, is different — he is taken by Amalthea and desires her but ultimately gives her up
(114). Schmendrick especially is fond of mortality. When he accidentally casts a love spell on
an oak, it says: “There is no immortality but a tree’s love” (Beagle 93). Schmendrick does not
reply to this aloud, but he thinks: “love [is] generous precisely because it [can] never be
immortal” (94). He believes that there is no meaning or logic in attempting to gain immortality
because, in doing so, one loses some crucial aspect of what makes an existence such as ours
beautiful. And Schmendrick understands this well as he has been turned immortal until he learns

true magic.

The citizens of Omelas are much more like Mommy Fortuna and Haggard than Lir and
Schmendrick. They want to possess happiness, rather than strive for it; they reject misery,

imposing it on one child, so that they may escape it. In Omelas there is no balance between the
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two and no desire to establish balance. Herzog argues that liberation for the people of Omelas
is possible only if they accept “radically different forms of happiness” (86), which is something

that The Last Unicorn exemplifies through the notion of balanced opposition.

5.2 Fear of Losing Privilege Impedes Resistance
The tension between the symbolic and the physical shows how individuals’ fear of a perceived

evil in both works not only corrupts them but also makes them unreceptive toward agency.
Mommy Fortuna’s effort to escape death is represented in the caging of the harpy. The unicorn
warns her that her “death sits in that cage” (Beagle 35) and ultimately, the harpy does kill her.
But the harpy is not evil per se, nor is death. As established, they are just necessary parts of a
greater whole. Mommy Fortuna’s unwillingness to accept this premise of necessary halves is
what destroys her. Perhaps when the unicorn tells Schmendrick to “never run from anything
immortal” (53) this is what she is alluding to. Like the basement is a cage for the child in Omelas
and everything it represents to the citizens, so the harpy’s cage is an attempt to constrain that
which the harpy symbolizes. The harpy only kills Mommy Fortuna and Rukh because they run
from it. Similarly, the child is only evil in the sense that it represents everything that the people
of Omelas view as bad. If the child is released, the loss of paradise will not lead to sudden
unending misery for all. The prospect of losing their paradise only appears so miserable to

Omelians because they have run from it for so long.

Although Hagsgate is presented as more of a cursed town than a paradise, its people
suffer a similar predicament to Omelas: the threat of losing their privilege. The people of

Hagsgate are so afraid of losing what they have that they swear never to have any children.

Their fear drives them to the point of leaving an innocent child to freeze and starve to death
when one is inevitably born anyway (Beagle 122). As long as Haggard’s wealth — and
everything that his rule entails — is maintained, the people of Hagsgate continue living in
abundance. They do not “make conscious interventions” (Davis 28), and in fact purposefully
attempt to maintain Haggard’s rule, so as to not lose their position of privilege. The people of
Omelas, similarly, are so afraid of losing what they have — or of admitting to their complicity —
that they allow themselves to become morally reprehensible in their continued isolation of the
child.

The characters of The Last Unicorn gain their agency through a firm belief in resistance

as a possibility for creating a better world. In other words, they firmly restate their potential for
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agency by promoting a notion of a balance between good and evil — life and death. This outlook
makes them optimistic toward the future. However, the citizens of Omelas are unable to resist
and restate their own agency in their system because they, as argued previously, believe it to
already be optimal (Herzog 81). In addition, crucially, they recognize their own position as
privileged, similarly to the people of Hagsgate. And they do not wish to disturb the delicate
balance — or rather, imbalance — that keeps them in this position. Fear keeps them from acting,

making it easier to refuse agency and ultimately making them “idealless” (Olderman 12).

5.3 Agency of the Marginalized

Resistance in The Last Unicorn is only possible because the marginalized — in this case,
the captive unicorns — participate in their own emancipation. Davis writes that it is important to
acknowledge the agency of the oppressed (26). In the novel it is clearly shown that the unicorns
play a part in bringing down Haggard’s rule. Characters like Schmendrick and Molly are in a
more opportune position, and they can therefore help banish the Bull. But once the threat of the
Bull is gone, the unicorns escape and bring down the whole tower and Haggard with it. Their
agency is made possible through a collaboration of small acts of resistance. This collaboration

shows the importance of viewing one’s peers as equals in a common struggle.

In Omelas, the child’s lack of agency is directly linked to its marginalization. It is clearly
dehumanized in different ways and thrust into an inferior position: “It is feeble-minded. Perhaps
it was born defective...” (Le Guin 281). This suggests a sort of disconnect between the child
and its humanity, the use of the term “defective” implying that a human can in fact be born
incomplete or somehow sub-human. The people are afraid of it — again, not it per se, but what
it represents — and they do not view it as one of them. “[Some] peer in at it with frightened,
disgusted eyes” (281); they act this way because the child is so different from everything else
around them. Even in instances of displays of agency, such as leaving Omelas, the child’s
liberation is not considered. It is not only, as | have argued, that they believe that the child could
not appreciate its freedom, but also that it is not seen as an equal and could therefore not be
integrated into society. It is true that the structure of Omelas would change dramatically if the
child rejoined society; it would have to change because suffering would be reintroduced into
the city. But also, because Omelas would no longer be built on the exclusion of the marginalized

and would instead redistribute the suffering among every citizen.

The child’s agency is further minimized through the cold treatment it receives from the
people who come to see it. “The people at the door never say anything, but the child [...]
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sometimes speaks” (Le Guin 281), meaning that the child, when it tries to express itself, is
ignored. “It speaks less and less often” (281) because speaking makes no difference. Davis
discusses how agency can be afforded to those who lack it in the context of prison abolition.
She maintains that “without the actual participation of prisoners, there can be no campaign” and
that they therefore must be included in the conversation (26). As an example of how this can be
done, she mentions an event with Mumia Abu-Jamal, where his call from inside prison was
amplified by speakers. This enabled him to address the audience as an equal and a peer in the
struggle for abolition (27). If Omelians who are critical of the system are serious about reform,
they must ensure that the child is afforded agency. The first step toward agency for the child is

simply talking to it, even one word would be a step in the right direction.

In stark contrast to Omelians, the unicorn is adamant in extending agency to those
without it. Upon being freed from Mommy Fortuna’s cage, she releases all the other animals as
well. When she frees the spider, who is enchanted to see its web as art, it does not leave its cage,
unwilling to see the truth (Beagle 49). The spider, presented with the facts, chooses to ignore
them. The unicorn’s answer to this is a simple one: “Freedom is better” (Beagle 50). Once
confronted by the reality of the waste land and what upholds it, we cannot ignore it and must
strive to escape it. Thus, the novel emphasizes the importance of not only providing agency to

those in less privileged positions, but also of utilizing agency once it is seized.

Change seems to demand recognizing the issues at play, as well as acknowledging one’s
own part in them. Davis says that “our struggles mature, they produce new ideas, new issues,
and new terrains on which we engage in the quest for freedom” (11). Hence, resistance and the
way to reform may never look the same. As I have argued, the world of The Last Unicorn is
one that promotes freedom through rectifying imbalances in society and developing agency.
The concept behind “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” incorporates opposition as a
necessity, not unlike 7he Last Unicorn. Furthermore, it acknowledges that a world such as
Omelas, rooted in inequality, cannot be a painless one, even for those outside the basement.
However, it does not promote reform and, in this sense, appears far more skeptical toward a

hopeful future.
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6. Conclusion
In this analysis, I first discussed how the settings of The Last Unicorn and “The Ones Who Walk

Away from Omelas” are either structurally flawed or morally compromised. By primarily
leaning on Raymond Olderman’s notion of the waste land, I examined the ways in which these
settings are upheld in the stories. Subsequently, I analyzed the potential for resistance against
these compromised systems, concluding that characters of The Last Unicorn practice resistance
with the goal of reform, while Omelians reject agency. Finally, I discussed the theme of
opposition prevalent in both works. The focus was on how the characters of The Last Unicorn
utilize it as an incentive to reclaim and extend agency, while the people of Omelas are
unsuccessful in doing the same. In summary, my analysis shows that “The Ones Who Walk
Away from Omelas” does not exemplify a fully developed idea of protest, because it neglects
to offer a solution to its problem of inequality. It pictures a system representative of our own —
an allegory — and does not imagine a better version of it. Instead, the message appears to be that
there is in fact no solution to the problem. The Last Unicorn, on the other hand, offers not only
displays of resistance and a promise of rebuilding and reforming, but also an idea of a better
world which can and should be realized. Both are critiques of unjust structures yet differ greatly

in their messaging; one leans toward pessimism and the other toward optimism about the future.
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