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  Context


  Edward Bellamy was born in Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, on March 26, 1850. His grandfather and father were Calvinist ministers, but both were forced out of their positions because they held unorthodox ideas. Bellamy was likewise unsuited to religious orthodoxy. He left the church because he disagreed with its passivity toward miserable conditions on earth and emphasis on a just reward in the afterlife. From an early age, Bellamy was keenly interested in the problem of human cruelty and suffering, so he sought a career in which he could bring about social reform. He passed the bar exam in 1871, but a law career proved to be the wrong profession for him, so he became a journalist. While he worked for the New York Evening Post and the Springfield Union, Bellamy wrote fiction on the side.


  Fiction would eventually prove to be Bellamy's true love. Although he produced numerous works, the publication of Looking Backward, a novel in the venerable utopian tradition, catapulted Bellamy to literary fame. Looking Backward highlights the evils that Bellamy perceived in the social and economic systems of nineteenth-century society. Julian West, the protagonist, is transported from the nineteenth century to a utopian twentieth-century society. Bellamy's novel proposes that an economy based on publicly-owned capital would solve many of the problems of social equality. The novel was an instant success, and Bellamy began a series of lecture tours to speak about the need for social and economic reform. Looking Backward has influenced a number of famous political, social, and economic theorists.


  In 1891, Bellamy founded the New Nation, a Boston newspaper that espoused Bellamy's views regarding social reform. Meanwhile, Bellamy refused to accept payment for speaking engagements in which he discussed his views about reform. Bellamy's failing health forced him to close the newspaper, but he continued to write fiction. In 1897, Bellamy published Equality, a sequel to Looking Backward. Shortly thereafter, on May 22, 1898, Bellamy died of tuberculosis.


  Summary


  Julian West, the narrator of Looking Backward, was born into an aristocratic family in the late nineteenth century. The gap between the rich and poor was vast and seemingly impossible to remedy through any means. Like other members of his class, Julian thought himself superior to the toiling masses, and he regarded their frequent strikes with anger and contempt. Julian was engaged to Edith Bartlett, a beautiful, graceful Boston aristocrat. They planned to marry when the construction of their new home was completed, but the frequent strikes by the building trades had delayed their marriage for over a year.


  Julian, a sufferer of insomnia, had secretly built an underground sleeping chamber to shield himself from street noises. He also enlisted the aid of Doctor Pillsbury, a skilled mesmerist, who never failed to leave Julian in a deep sleep. Pillsbury trained Julian's servant, Sawyer, to revive Julian from a mesmerized sleep. The night before Pillsbury left Boston for a new job in New Orleans, Julian enlisted his help one last time. After Pillsbury left, Julian's home was destroyed by a fire; Julian was protected by his underground chamber. Because no one knew of his chamber, Julian was assumed dead.


  Over one hundred years later, Julian's secret chamber is discovered by Doctor Leete, who was preparing the site for the construction of a new laboratory. Julian has not aged a day because he has been in a state of suspended animation. Doctor Leete revives him and takes him into his home. Julian quickly learns that twentieth-century society is vastly different from that of the nineteenth century. The economy is based on publicly owned capital rather than private, as was the case in Julian's day. The government controls the means of production and divides the national product equally between all citizens. Every citizen receives a college-level education. Individuals are given a great deal of freedom in choosing a career, and everyone retires at the age of forty-five. Society is based on an ideal of the brotherhood of man, and it is unthinkable that any individual should suffer the evils of poverty or hunger. With Doctor Leete's guidance, Julian comes to understand and appreciate the twentieth-century society. Meanwhile, Julian learns that Doctor Leete's daughter, Edith is the great-granddaughter of Edith Bartlett. Julian and Edith become engaged, much to Doctor Leete's pleasure.


  Julian has a terrible nightmare, in which he dreams that his transportation to the twentieth century was nothing but a dream. He finds himself trapped again in the cruel and inhumane world of the nineteenth century. To his great distress, he now sees all of the horrendous faults of nineteenth-century society. He tries to explain to his friends--Edith Bartlett and her family-- why their society is so awful and cruel, and how it can be transformed into something much better. However, they are only frightened and angered, so they expel Julian from their company. When Julian wakes from this nightmare to discover that his trip to the twentieth century was not just a dream, he is greatly relieved.


  Characters


  
    Julian West - Julian West, the narrator of Looking Backward, was born into an aristocratic nineteenth-century family. A sufferer of insomnia, he built a sleeping chamber under his house to shield himself from the street noises in Boston. One night, Julian falls asleep with the aid of Doctor Pillsbury a skilled mesmerist. His house burns down during the night, but Julian is protected by his underground chamber. Julian is assumed dead, but, a hundred years later, Doctor Leete discovers the chamber while preparing the site for the construction of a laboratory. Julian has not aged a day, because his body was in a state of suspended animation. Julian awakes to an entirely different world--a world without war and poverty. Through Doctor Leete, Julian learns how these problems have been solved by basing the economy on public rather than private capital. Compared to the nineteenth century, the new world is an astonishing utopia. Every citizen is accorded a high standard of living, and the new economy is vastly more efficient than the old one.
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