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Ray Bradbury, a celebrated author widely regarded as one of the literary giants of the 

20th century, is renowned for his masterful exploration of the interwoven complexities of society 

and human nature through speculative novels and short stories. As a pioneer in innovative 

science fiction, Bradbury delves into the human-centric perspective within technologically 

enriched societies, extending his prolific contributions beyond the confines of fictional literature. 

His perpetual impact resonates in contemporary ethical discussions surrounding censorship, 

conforming, and the broader human experience. Notably, his literary works have played a pivotal 

role in shaping philosophical discourse on themes centered around the freedom of identity and 

individuality.  

While Bradbury’s fervent narratives advocating free thought and speech are recognized 

and embraced in the contemporary American political climate, his exploration of the internal 

tensions between individual desires and societal expectations has faced criticism. Some argue 

that it could potentially provoke existential strains within Western philosophy, suggesting 

detrimental consequences for the human condition. As a 20th-century author, Ray Bradbury’s 

influence is characterized by his inventive science fiction, delving into societal intricacies and 

human nature. Despite criticisms proposing that his nuanced narratives may challenge the 

foundational tenets of Western philosophy, Bradbury’s advocacy for individuality has left an 

indelible impact on contemporary American politics and culture.  

The Assault on Free Thought 

Daphne Patai, an American scholar and professor emeritus at the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst, published “The Assault on Free Thought” in 2013 to honor the prescient 

insights of a recently-passed Bradbury based on an incident that illustrated the importance of 

defending the right to differ in society. In early September of 2012, Jillyann Burns, a libertarian 
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student at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio, placed a flier, which criticized 2012 presidential 

election candidates Mitt Romney and Barack Obama, on her dormitory door. When the 

university’s administrative board threatened her with disciplinary action if she refused to take 

down the flier, she contacted the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), a 

nonpartisan organization that defends First Amendment rights across higher education institutes. 

In a formal complaint to Ohio University’s then-president Roderick Davis, FIRE endorsed the 

protection, rather than the restriction, of students’ free speech rights. Subsequently, Burns’ 

appeal was successful after the university relented and revised its policies to allow students to 

display political signs in their residential halls.  

During this time, Patai served on the Board of Directors for FIRE, advocating against the 

prohibition of political speech. Patai highlights the juxtaposition between the anti-dystopian 

elements of Bradbury’s work Fahrenheit 451 (1953) and the assertion that “free speech was still 

under assault in America (41)” evident in the censure against Burns. In Fahrenheit 451, the 

protagonist Montag represents a compliant citizen in dystopian America, grappling with the 

suppression of intellectualism and critical thinking through two primary factors: the pervasive 

influence of television and the criminalization of books. Firefighters, responsible for instigating 

fires rather than extinguishing them, eliminate hidden books as literature poses a threat to the 

authoritarian regime’s stability. The narrative chronicles Montag’s disillusionment as a 

firefighter in this oppressive milieu and the quest for individual freedom and fulfillment.  

Unsurprisingly, Bradbury’s societal critiques of technology stem from his belief that 

television, as an emerging medium, held audiences captive with mindless and escapist content. 

By excessively stimulating viewers visually and auditorily with superficial material, television 

was portrayed as a tool that dulls the senses. Alternatively, Bradbury strongly championed 
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literature's transformative capacity to cultivate critical thinking and question prevailing ideas. In 

his perspective, books symbolized knowledge and stood as the cornerstone of human civilization. 

A pivotal distinction emerges in Bradbury’s thematic portrayal of Fahrenheit 451 and 

contemporary society, as outlined by Patai. This distinction lies in Patai’s observation that “...it 

doesn’t take an authoritarian government to create such a reality (41).” Unlike the authoritarian 

regime in Fahrenheit 451, where government laws forbid book possession, Patai recounts an 

anecdote where independent thought is stifled not by government decree, but by societal norms.  

Patai presumes that Bradbury's foresight into the suppression of independent thought 

manifests through the pursuit of “social justice (43)”. While Fahrenheit 451 depicts the burning 

of books to maintain a passive and untroubled populace, real-world censorship is normalized to 

prevent offense or discomfort to specific groups of people. Bradbury’s works have faced de facto 

censorship, a form not explicitly mandated by law. Patai reinforces this claim by referencing 

particular incidents, including the fatwa against Salman Rushdie, the author of The Satanic 

Verses (condemned as blasphemous by Muslims), political correctness within The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, and the disparagement faced by a politically conservative high school student 

in Philadelphia. These occurrences prompt Patai to argue that Bradbury’s legacy maintains 

significant relevance in the contemporary context. Enduring challenges to free expression 

constitute an ongoing threat to the foundational principles of unrestricted thought and speech.  

The Wildman’s Dilemma 

 Australian philosopher Timb Howell offers a nuanced perspective by delving into another 

renowned work of Bradbury: The Martian Chronicles. Within this narrative, a series of 

interconnected stories unfold, illustrating the gradual colonization and eventual abandonment of 

Mars by American explorers seeking refuge from a troubled Earth devastated by nuclear war. As 
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time elapses, the fabric of civilization unravels, manifesting in the decline of the indigenous 

Martians due to the onslaught of diseases and the destructive effects of the colonists. 

 By the third expedition, a significant number of Martians had perished. After 

investigating the remains of the extinct Martian civilization, archaeologist Jeff Spender 

undergoes a revelation, leading him to murder some of his fellow explorers. When confronted 

and questioned about his betrayal, he offers the following explanation:: 

“...the men of Mars realized that in order to survive they would have to forgo 

asking that one question any longer: Why live? Life was its own answer… The 

Martians realized that they asked the question ‘Why live at all?’ at the height of 

some period of war and despair, when there was no answer. But once the 

civilization calmed, quieted, and wars ceased, the question became senseless in a 

new way…(Bradbury, 1977;1945, pg 88).” 

Fundamentally, Spender’s actions were motivated by the realization that Martians found 

meaning and purpose in the act of living itself, rather than living for a specific purpose within 

their declining civilization. This insight is significant not only because it acknowledges that the 

essence of life lies in its continuation and quality, but also because it also diverges from 

conventional philosophical explorations of life’s meaning, as initially proposed by influential 

philosophers such as Plato.  

 Plato’s Allegory of the Chariot propounds that the human soul can be metaphorically 

linked to a chariot directed by universal forms of knowledge while being upheld by the “lower, 

baser drives (Hoswell, 663).” These lower drives represent the irrational and appetitive aspects 

of the human soul, encompassing desires and impulses that influence human behavior and 

decision-making. The allegory serves as a bedrock in Plato’s broader philosophy, establishing 
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the notion of an ordered universe created and unified by a divine being. It has contributed to 

fostering introspective analysis of the concealed ‘meaning’ of one’s being through the 

contemplative examination of the rational aspect that guides the mind.  

Nevertheless, The Martian Chronicles challenges this notion by illustrating a scenario in 

which the surviving Martians, ravaged by the dual impact of war and disease, dismiss the 

inherent meaning of life. Rather than adhering to the conventional paradigm of seeking purpose 

through the pursuit of higher knowledge, Bradbury implies that the essence of life is not rooted 

in metaphysical identity, but rather in life itself. Moreover, this perspective aligns with the 

novel’s exploration of the profound impact of war and despair on the search for identity amid 

adversity. Hoswell further delves into how human suffering in times of war and violence 

establishes a recurring pattern, wherein additional conflicts emerge as responses to the existential 

“What is the meaning of life?” This cyclic process of suffering triggering existential questioning, 

coupled with philosophical responses that might exacerbate conflicts, underscores the intricate 

relationship between human suffering and the pursuit of meaning. The novel challenges 

conventional philosophical approaches by presenting a perspective where the very question of 

meaning itself becomes a self-perpetuating cycle entrapping sentient beings.  

The Analytical Approach 

In summary, both Patai and Hoswell offer captivating yet distinct perspectives on the 

profound ideas of Ray Bradbury, as depicted in his renowned novels, demonstrating a 

meaningful impact on contemporary discourse. Bradbury’s compelling exploration of Fahrenheit 

451 exposes the dangers of controlling and restricting access to information to manipulate 

cognitive autonomy, emphasizing the imperative for critical thinking amidst societal pressures. 

Concurrently, his exploration of themes such as colonization and environmental degradation in 
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The Martian Chronicles prompts reflections on human nature and existential quandaries, while 

the evolving impact of technology on society becomes a central theme in the search for meaning 

within a dynamic world. Meanwhile, Spender’s rejection of the conventional pursuit of life’s 

meaning serves as the centerpiece of Hoswell’s argument, illustrating the cyclical nature of this 

quest. Hoswell, dissecting existential themes in Bradbury's work, employs the novel to vividly 

portray the potential futility in humanity’s pursuit of life’s meaning, as seen in the experiences of 

both Martians and humans.  

  Personal criticisms are present, likely attributed to the selective focus on two of Ray 

Bradbury’s most renowned novels. While these works aptly encapsulate the overarching themes 

of Bradbury’s ideas, a more comprehensive examination of his related literary contributions is 

available. For example, “The Veldt” is a short story that remarkably anticipates the addictive 

nature of virtual reality, precipitating skewed family dynamics. Similarly, “The Pedestrian” 

aligns with the peripheral themes of nonconformity evident in Fahrenheit 451. In this particular 

short story, a man undergoes interrogation and subsequent detainment for the seemingly 

antiquated act of taking a solitary evening walk, in a society mindlessly engrossed by mass 

media.  

While I agree with Ray Bradbury’s insights on media censorship limiting unpopular 

opinions under the weight of pervasive criticism, I disagree with Patai’s stance on 

comprehensive censorship on college campuses to avoid sensitivity. Patai opposes free speech 

prohibition due to her general criticism of political correctness and diversity training programs. 

Her association with FIRE leads her to equate higher education to fictional authoritarian regimes. 

It’s important to recognize that censorship, despite its negative connotations, has benefits in 

various domains. For instance, fact-checking on social media helps prevent the spread of 
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misinformation, especially in political contexts. In addition, censorship is essential in preventing 

hate speech and incitement against specific individuals and minority groups, contributing to a 

healthier information environment in today’s age.  

 In Hoswell’s articles, which explore the inquiry into the meaning of life alongside the 

works of Dostoyevsky and Camus, there is an overlook of key thematic elements in The Martian 

Chronicles that include environmentalism, colonialism, and the inherent flaws of human nature. 

These elements, crucial to understanding the destruction of the human explorers’ home planet 

and the same peril facing Mars as their new habitat, are not adequately addressed. In contrast, 

Patai successfully integrates the core themes of Fahrenheit 451 into her ideas.  

Hoswell deviates from conventional approaches by posing his question related to 

Bradbury's works that challenge established historical concepts. This inquiry has the potential to 

unsettle notions about the connection between a human being's life path and a higher power, 

introducing a potential source of controversy. While Bradbury doesn't explicitly comment on 

human suffering, his focus seems to lie in the exploration of inner turmoil and the impact of 

societal structures on well-being. Instead of directly challenging existential philosophies, 

Bradbury's emphasis lies in the journey toward intellectual freedom, achieved through self-

reflection. 
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