
 

The Ones  Who Walk Away from Omelas 

This is  a summary and excerpt from the short story The Ones  Who Walk Away from 

Omelas, by Ursala le Guin. Read it carefully and then answer the  questions at the 

bottom. 

The city of Omelas is perfect: people are happy and yet live in freedom, without the constraints of 

politics or religious rules. The utopian exitence enjoyed by the people of Omelas is possible because 

the people understand and accept the price of their happiness... 

In a basement  under one of the beautiful public builidngs of Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of one of 

its spacious private homes, there is a room. It has one locked door and no window. A little light seeps in 

dustily between cracks in the boards, secondhand from a cobwebbed window somewhere across the 

cellar. In one corner of the little room a couple of mops, with stiff, clotted, foul smelling heads, stand 

near a rusty bucket... 

The room is about three paces long and two wide: a mere broom closet or disused tool room. In the 

room a child is sitting. It could be a boy or a girl. It looks about six but is actually nearly ten. It is feeble 

minded. Perhaps it was born defective, or perhaps it has become imbecile through fear, malnutrition 

and neglect. It picks its nose and occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes or genitals, as it sits 

hunched in the corner farthest from the bucket and the two mops. It is afraid of the mops. It finds them 

horrible. It shuts its eyes, but it knows the mops are still standing there; and the door is locked; and 

nobody will come. The door is always locked and nobody ever comes, except sometimes...the door 

rattles terribly and opens and a person, or several people are there... The people at the door never say 

anything, but the child, who has not always lived in the tool room and can remember sunlight and its 

mother’s voice, sometimes speaks. “I will be good,” it says. “Please let me out. I will be good!” They 

never answer. 

It is the suffering of the child that makes the happiness in Omelas possible. When it dies, as it soon 

will, another will be taken and put in its place. All the citizens of Omelas know of its existence—when 

each citizen reaches adolescence, they go and see the child and understand that  it’s suffering is the 

price  at which their happiness is bought. Because of this, the ctizens of Omelas work even harder to 

maintain the harmony in their society—they are especially compassionate towards each other.  

Then something happens. A few young people and visitors to Omelas go to visit the child but they 

don’t go back to their normal lives afterwards. In fact, they keep walking away from Omelas. 

 

Think About: 

1. What would a) Bentham and b)Mill make of the situation in Omelas? Would they approve or 

not? 

2. Why did the young people & the visitors keep walking? 

3. How would you feel if you lived in Omelas? 


