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  “Custodians of Our Peace of Mind”  
 
Freedom of Speech and Freedom of the Press stand as inalienable 
American rights. Without these freedoms, citizens would be as 
vulnerable and disenfranchised as they were in 16th century colonial 
America or the Jim Crow South, or as they are today under the rule of 
21st century dictators such as Bashar al-Assad, Kim Jong-Un and Robert 
Mugabe. 
 

 
 
In an effort to educate Millennial Wildcats about the primacy of an educated electorate, the first 
semester of the sophomore English curriculum emphasizes the role of social criticism in a healthy 
society. 
 
Tenth graders began the year by investigating dystopian literature; English 2 and English 2 Enriched 
students examined dystopian short stories like “The Ones Who Walked Away from Omelas” by Ursula 
Le Guin and Kurt Vonnegut’s “Harrison Bergeron,” as well as Ray Bradbury’s 
Fahrenheit 451 while English 2 Honors students evaluated 1984 by George 
Orwell, which sparked interest and debate. These texts and others informed 
students’ responses to the unit question “How is the genre of dystopia a critique 
of our modern society?”  
 
One focus of the unit, close reading, asked students to analyze excerpts from 
novels like this one from Section One: “The Hearth and the Salamander” in 
Fahrenheit 451: 

 
 
“Yes, but what about the firemen, then?” asked Montag. 
 
“Ah.” Beatty leaned forward in the faint mist of the smoke from his pipe. “What more easily explained 
and natural? With school turning out more runners, jumpers, racers, tinkerers, grabbers, snatchers, 
fliers, and swimmers instead of examiners, critics, knowers, and imaginative creators, the word 
‘intellectual,’ of course, became the swear word it deserved to be. You always dread the unfamiliar. 
Surely you remember the boy in you own school class who was exceptionally ‘bright,’ did most of the 
reciting and answering while others sat like so many leaden idols, hating him. And wasn’t it this 
bright boy you selected for beatings and tortures after hours? Of course it was. We must all be alike. 
Not everyone born free and equal, as the Constitution says, but everyone made equal. Each man the 



image of every other; then all are happy, for there are no more mountains to make them cower, to 
judge themselves against. So! A book is a loaded gun in the house next door. Burn it. Take the shot 
from the weapon. Breach man’s mind. Who know who might the target of the well-read man? Me? I 
won’t stomach them for a minute. And so when houses were finally fireproofed completely, all over 
the world (you were correct in your assumption the other night) there was no longer a need for 
firemen for the old purposes. They were given the new job, as custodians of our peace of mind, the 
focus of our understandable and rightful dread of being inferior; official censors, judges, and 
executors. That’s you, Montag, and that’s me.” 
 

 
 
Then, English 2 and English 2 Enriched students wrote 
arguments to analyze Bradbury’s message.  See the sidebar 
for an excerpt from Wego 10th grader Noah Kennally’s 
response  to the prompt, “What is Bradbury arguing about 
the world through this character in this speech?” 
 
In addition to their examination of fiction, sophomores also 
evaluated non-fiction arguments like George Gerbner’s 
“Reclaiming our Cultural Mythology: Television’s Global 
Marketing Strategy creates a Damaging and Alienated 
Window on the World.” Gerbner, a professor and dean 
emeritus from the Annenberg School of Communication in 
Philadelphia argues that children are impacted by the 
messages selected by “a handful of global conglomerates 
that have something to sell.” English 2 and English 2 
Enriched students considered Gerbner’s claim that “growing 
up in a home where there is more than say three hours of 
television per day, for all practical purposes, you live in a 
meaner world - and act accordingly - than your next-door 
neighbor who lives in the same world but watches less 
television.” Sophomores also compared Gerbner’s thesis to a 
list of qualities that define a dystopia and considered the 
extent to which they live in a dystopian society today. 
 

 
 

Eight Elements of a Dystopia 
 
Propaganda is used to control citizens through media and advertising. 
 
Restriction of Information impacts freedom and independent thought. 

 
Surveillance ranges from threatened or perceived to 
constant. 
 
Conformity is required. Individuality and dissent are bad. 
 



Fear of the outside world is taught and 
perpetuated. 
 
Natural world is banished and distrusted. 
 
Illusion of a utopian society is crafted. 
 
Dehumanization occurs. 
 

 
 
Gerbner closes by proposing that citizens “reclaim the First Amendment.” He warns that a 
misinformed and manipulated society cannot be a just society: “We’re the only ones who have 
allowed the First Amendment to the Constitution to shield (cultural) monopolies instead of provide 
freedom.”  Armed with this knowledge, Wildcat sophomores may work to reenvision society to such a 
great extent that current policies and practices appear as antiquated and archaic as the beliefs of 16th 
century colonialists do today.  


