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Intellectual and Moral Docility as Means to Subjugate

Both Fahrenheit 451 and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn have oppressive societies. Fahrenheit’s dystopian government and the antebellum Southern states both subjugate their populaces. Fahrenheit’s vast swarms of unthinking proles are oppressed in a different but comparable sense to the South’s slaves. The masses of Fahrenheit and the slaves of the South are systematically kept in ignorance and prevented from free thought and independence through the knowing removal of their education. After a climate of ignorance is established, the societies both use indoctrination and suppress knowledge. Literacy, education, and self-awareness lead out of slavery. Similarly, learning, not necessarily knowledge, but the concept of independent thought and wonder, led Clarisse and her family, Montag, Faber, and all the “book people” out of the tyranny of Fahrenheit’s world. As Epictetus said: “We must not believe the many, who say that only free people ought to be educated, but we should rather believe the philosophers who say that only the educated are free.”

In both Montag and Huck’s worlds, those in power know that learning, books, knowledge of history or philosophy, and anything which can inspire rational thinking, are all very dangerous because they all can lead to independent thought, which is a necessary precursor to rebellion. Even Huck’s father, not renowned for his intelligence, understood that reading would make Huck ill-suited for a life of ignorance and complacency, and so forbade Huck to read. Frederick Douglass, a former slave, wrote of something his master said while chastising his wife for teaching Douglass to read:

If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world. Now, if you teach [Douglass] how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy. (Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave)

His master’s argument mirrors almost exactly Beatty’s: thoughts cause independence and unhappiness, which is dangerous in the oppressed. To main control over the slaves, to content the oppressed, it is necessary to render them incapable of understanding their predicament. Moderating the ability to access or to understand books or information, by censoring books, removing “objectionable” materials, or purposely enforcing ignorance, is about control. If the slaves are cut off from all access to learning and reason, indoctrinated into believing that they are worthless, and unable to understand any books that might inspire them to think otherwise, they are completely under the control of their masters.

Indoctrination and the unavailability of information oppress and control even Huck, the moral hero of his story. He is led to believe by all of his authority figures, from the widow, to his father, and even Tom Sawyer, that blacks are worthless and nothing more than property. He knows this to be wrong and really does think of Jim as his friend, but he has difficulty admitting this to himself. When his father denied him access to books, it stopped Huck from being exposed to abolitionist thinking and making a conscious acknowledgement of the evil inherent in slavery. Instead, Huck and all those around him see the slaves as non-human. When Aunt Sally inquires if a steamboat malfunction hurt anyone, Huck, quick-witted as ever, answers, “No’m. Killed a nigger,” to which she responds, “Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt” (Twain 201). Such atrocious behavior in an otherwise kind woman demonstrates how completely indoctrination can imprint insane and hateful messages. Such monstrousness is mirrored by Mildred in Fahrenheit, whose reaction to Montag telling her that he and the firemen burnt a woman to death is, “Well?” The thinkers in Fahrenheit are thought of as their books, which are just things, evil things that you burn. In that way, the people were reduced to things, things to be incinerated and disposed of for the good of society.

Such total oppression and dehumanization requires historical information to be censored as well as reasoning and curiosity to be forbidden. If the oppressed are withheld all information on how the standard of life once was, or is elsewhere, or are forbidden to learn how to read arguments  against or justifications of slavery, they are likely to remain resigned. They cannot be motivated to reclaim their rights if they have no knowledge of those rights existing. Likewise, if slaves are too busy toiling to be aware of much outside of their day-to-day existence, indignation is a luxury they simply cannot afford. One of the reasons that the slaves were able to be enslaved, people like the Sawyers content to accept slavery, and the masses content to live in illiteracy, is because, to borrow from Orwell, “He who controls the present, controls the past. He who controls the past, controls the future.” That is, by doctoring history, like with the origins of firemen in Fahrenheit, or by avoiding or removing historical precedent, systems are able to perpetuate themselves. The firemen and society are told that houses have always been fireproof, and it is implied that most people believe that burning books has always been the way of things. People who know that people did not always kill each other or that there is joy in knowledge, like Faber or Clarisse’s family, are kept under surveillance, intimidated, or killed. Slaves are not taught, or are forbidden to be taught history, and there were very few blacks in America before slavery, so for all of the history of the slave-owning states, blacks have always been slaves. If slavery had been a recent implementation, in Huck’s lifetime, if people had had a standard of comparison, many, if not most, people would have objected, and Huck doubtlessly would have not hesitated in condemning slavery. But, when the iniquities of life are seemingly unchangeable and taught as ever-present through time, those who are aware of the wrongness of slavery or censorship are discouraged from attempting to defeat the system.
The only real danger to the established power structures of the texts is an outbreak of skepticism and knowledge (the processes of not blindly accepting things and of striving to discover why and how, not just what). What rescues Jim, other than Miss Watson’s regret for wanting to sell him into further hardship, is Huck’s independence and innocence. It only took one inquisitive and resourceful youth to realize the injustice of the system and to rescue Jim from his fate, sowing seeds of rationality with his cohorts along the way. The society in Fahrenheit is saved by a separate secret society, an entire hidden society of people who had read and could think for themselves. Before the war, the masses were not exposed to any  thinking, and, to keep them from idleness and thought, the children were run “so ragged by the end of the day [they] can’t do anything but go to bed or head for a Fun Park to bully people around, [or] break windowpanes in a Window Smasher” (Bradbury 30). Filled with useless facts that fill what little desire for “learning” they have, the children are transformed into “the most dangerous enemy to truth and freedom, the solid unmoving cattle of the majority.” (Bradbury 108). The sense of intellectual wonder and interest necessary for actual learning is to be feared, so skepticism is eschewed, education is limited to sports, transcription, and television, and dangerous rational thought almost disappears. In school, the students never ask questions (Bradbury 29). The saviors of society, people like Clarisse and her family, are possessed by a sense of wonder, a “tireless hunger and gentle curiosity” of the world around them. Such an attitude invites learning and worst of all, pondering. Introspection and deep thought are antidotal to totalitarianism, and so to be prevented at all cost.

Returning to Frederick Douglass’s master’s argument that reading “would make [a slave] discontented and unhappy”, gaining the ability to reason, to read, learning history, and being educated all help the oppressed to meet the arguments and justifications for their oppression and to prevail. However, those skills come at a price: they illuminate the immensity of the wrongdoing. The knowledge can generate a great deal of hate and sadness, just as Beatty claims. But the sadness can be used as a motivator to break free and rebel, as Montag did, rather than to surrender like Beatty. “People want to be happy, isn’t that right?” Beatty asks. Books and reading cause unhappiness, so “burn the book. Serenity. [...] Take your fight [...] into the incinerator” (Bradbury 59). When explaining the dangers the Clarisse presented, Beatty demonstrated the danger inquisitiveness poses: “She didn’t want to know how a thing was done, but why. That can be embarrassing. You ask why to a lot of things and you wind up very unhappy indeed” (Bradbury 60). Beatty is correct in a way; although Montag had already stolen some books at the beginning of Fahrenheit, and his talks with Clarisse proved he was unhappy, he really did enjoy burning books, he “grinned the fierce grin of all men singed and driven back by flame” (Bradbury 5).

Ignorance, superficiality, and simple hedonism are the remedy proposed by Beatty and the firemen to dangerous social ails as self-awareness, non-conformity, and independence. Of the firemen, Beatty says they are “the Happiness Boys”, who “stand against the small tide of those who want to make everyone unhappy with conflicting theory and thought” (Bradbury 61). If slaves could understand the arguments for and against slavery, or even how to analyze or understand logical arguments, they would realize the magnitude of the injustice of their place in the world. They might explain to whites the incongruities between their arguments, or worse, they might convince some people of the wrongness of slavery. If opposition to slavery became widespread, people might get unhappy, and, as Beatty would ask, “who would want that? The Sawyers, the feuding families, Miss Watson: they are all nice people, so why upset them with ‘facts’ or ‘thoughts’?” But Beatty is wrong, because truth is better than comforting fiction, and because of the suffering that the oppressed endure. People who ignore his argument save slaves and escape wars, and go on to better society with their independence.

The government in Fahrenheit and the society in the South both wanted to stop the oppressed, the masses and slaves, from thinking or acting independently, because it upsets the balance of power. To do this they had to prevent the ability to think by creating atmospheres that condemned it. “[T]he word ‘intellectual’, of course, became the swear word it deserved to be,” says Beatty (Bradbury 58). In the South, where racism was endemic, they simply outlawed attempts to educate slaves to stop them from learning. The continuing enslavement of blacks and the oppression of the people in Fahrenheit required the abandonment of learning and curiosity because “knowledge is power.”

