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  Context


  Burrhus Frederik Skinner was born in 1904 in Susquehanna, Pennsylvania. After graduating from Hamilton College, a small liberal arts college in New York, Skinner spent a year at his parents' home in Susquehanna trying to succeed as a writer. Having just received a letter of praise from Robert Frost, who had read several short stories Skinner had written as an undergraduate, he had high hopes. But after a year at home he had little to show for his time except a growing depression. After a few months of indifferent work at a coal company, he decided to give up writing and to enter graduate school in psychology. He began his study in 1928 at Harvard, completed his dissertation in 1931, and continued to do research at Harvard until 1936. After working as a professor in Minnesota and Indiana, he eventually returned to Harvard and ended his career there. Skinner died in Cambridge, Massachusetts in August 1990, at the age of 86.


  Walden Two was Skinner's only work of fiction. Written in 1945 but not published until 1948, it encapsulated, in fictional form, ideas that he had been developing in his research on rats. In that research, he showed that "positive reinforcement" could be used to control the behavior of rats with a level of precision that had never before been seen. Along with men like Clark Hull and Edward Tolman, Skinner was part of a generation of researchers that had been inspired by the behaviorist John Watson. Watson had argued that psychology was fundamentally the science of behavior; it had no business speculating about unobservable internal states such as "desires" and "beliefs." After Watson, Skinner was the most influential proponent of this idea. Walden Two was his attempt to depict what would happen if behaviorism were used to shape society.


  In addition to its academic context, the social context of Walden Two had a profound impact on its content. The book was written just as World War II was ending. It seemed clear to Skinner and many others that something had gone terribly wrong, in both the United States and Europe. New and radical solutions to society's problems, such as the one proposed in Walden Two, would be needed.


  Walden Two also has an important literary heritage. As its name suggests, it was written in part according to the model set out by Thoreau in the original Walden, which depicted Thoreau's escape from society to a simple and solitary life on the shore of Walden Pond. Like Thoreau, Skinner depicted a solution to the problems of modern life that involved a radical new beginning, an escape from society, and a rejection of political and economic solutions. Unlike Thoreau, he gave his new community an explicitly scientific, technological foundation and focused on the problems of society, not those of the individual. Skinner's book describes a utopia, and as such it also bears some similarity to Thomas More's original Utopia in that it presents a plan for a perfect society while pointing out the flaws of actual society. Walden Two also makes a striking contrast with a "dystopia" that was published in the same year, George Orwell's 1984, in which the dangers of a totalitarian culture--one that was modeled on Soviet Russia, but bears some resemblance to Skinner's Walden Two--are dramatized.


  Skinner had a difficult time finding a publisher for Walden Two, and it did not become popular until the unrest of the 60's made its message of escape and revolutionary change particularly relevant. At the time of its publishing and since, it has been roundly criticized for its totalitarian model of human society and for its utopian idealism. Nevertheless, it remains a fascinating expression of the particular academic, social, and literary context in which it was written.


  Summary


  Rogers ("Rodge") and Steve Jamnik, two young men returning from service at the end of WWII, stop by the office of Professor Burris to ask if he knows anything about a man named Frazier, and the new society Frazier is trying to build. Burris remembers that Frazier was a classmate of his in graduate school, one with radical ideas and a distaste for the establishment. He sends a letter to Frazier and immediately gets a reply inviting him to visit the community. Burris agrees to take time off from his academic duties to accompany Rogers and Steve on a visit to "Walden Two," Frazier's community. Rodge's girlfriend Barbara, Steve's girlfriend Mary, and Burris's colleague Castle also come.


  Upon their arrival at Walden Two, they are greeted by Frazier. Over the course of their three-day visit, they are given a tour of Walden Two, a taste of what it is like to live and work there, and an earful of talk from Frazier about the planning that lies behind this utopian community. The population of Walden Two is about one thousand people, all of whom seem to be healthy and happy. They live in communal dwellings, eat in common dining spaces, raise their children in a communal nursery, and grow and build much of what they need. The standard workday lasts only four hours, or less; no one is paid wages--but nothing at Walden Two costs money.


  How does Walden Two achieve this utopia? Through a science of behavior. Everything that is done at Walden Two is based on principles of behaviorism, the idea that human behavior can be controlled by manipulating contingencies of reward and, to a lesser extent, punishment. From an early age, members of Walden Two are conditioned to be productive and happy members of society. In line with its basis in science, Walden Two is an inherently experimental community. If there is evidence that a new social practice (e.g., not saying "thank you") will make people happier and healthier, it is immediately implemented and its consequences are carefully monitored.


  Each of the visitors responds to the community differently. Castle finds it abhorrent; he spends the duration of the visit arguing with Frazier about the feasibility and desirability of a community like Walden Two. Burris, on the other hand, finds himself somewhere in the middle; he is skeptical that such a utopia could work, but he finds Frazier's arguments compelling, and he cannot discount the evidence of success in front of him. Steve and Mary are both convinced that this is the life for them; they decide to stay at Walden Two. Rodge, too, is convinced, but Barbara is not; he grudgingly leaves Walden Two with her at the end of their visit. Burris is torn, but decides to return to his academic life. However, at the train station he suddenly realizes that he would rather try life at Walden Two, for whatever it's worth, than go back to the university. He walks back to Walden Two and begins his new life there.


  In the last chapter, an epilogue, he and Frazier discuss the writing and publishing of the preceding narrative as a way of spreading the word about Walden Two.


  Characters


  
    Professor Burris - Burris is a professor of psychology, the protagonist of the novel, and the man through whose eyes we see Walden Two. He is intelligent and professorial, but weary of the academic life. Although initially skeptical of Walden Two, he becomes increasingly enthusiastic about it over the course of his visit.

  


  
    T.E. Frazier - A former classmate of Burris's at graduate school, Frazier is now the founding member of Walden Two. He is enthusiastic, hyper-verbal, and frequently pedantic. Unlike the children of Walden Two, he is driven by an urge to dominate and achieve.

  


  
    Augustine Castle - Castle is a philosopher and one of Burris's colleagues at the university. He is intelligent and a good debater, but rather closed-minded. He badgers Frazier throughout his visit to Walden Two, trying to expose some practical or principled reason why the community should not work.

  


  
    Rogers ("Rodge") - Rogers is one of Burris's former classmates. After returning from service in WWII, he decides to try to find a better life than standard American capitalism (two cars, garage, wife, kids, money) can offer him. He is Steve's friend and Barbara's boyfriend.
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