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SUMMARY

The Desert and Interiority:

Sprouting of “the Organic” in Karin Boye’s Kallocain

Yuka KATAI

In her 1940 dystopian novel, Kallocain, Karin Boye describes a totalitarian
state of the future, named “World State” Every citizen dedicates themselves sole-
ly to organising the State, and their individual lives no longer possess any mean-
ing. The State is at war with neighbouring states, and its people are required to
display loyal cooperation with one another. The recurring motif of “the desert”
in this work represents the State, which does not allow its citizens to have the
freedom of inner thought. The protagonist, Leo Kall, invents an innovative drug
called “kallocain,” which makes people confess their inner thoughts when inject-
ed with it. As a result, it enables the State to surveil all private thoughts. Howev-
er, kallocain also works in an unexpected way. Expressed in words for the first
time, private inner thoughts affect those listening to them and trigger a volun-
tary confession. A truth told voluntarily could connect people with each other.
In this context, kallocain offers the hope that the State could be transformed into
“a new world” The cellar under the desert where clear water springs up, which
Leo visits in his dream, represents the repressed interiority of individuals; the
water could be the source of vegetation, which might sprout in the desert, grow,
and eventually cover the desert in green.

At the base of this structure of communal transformation, we can find the
universal problem of “fear and trust between individuals” As dramatized by
Leo’s struggle with his wife Linda, the other is ultimately incomprehensible,
and building a relationship of trust with the other is a desperate act—always
accompanied by danger and suffering. In this work, the State attempts to solve
this problem by depriving individuals of everything, including their freedom
of thought, and uses them as “cells” to “organise” the State. On the other hand,
“a new world” is depicted as something “organic” It is a community not organ-
ised from the outside, but that emerges autonomously through “surrender” —
a crucial term in the epigraph that was drawn from T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land.
The new world assumes the risk of being killed and the suffering that come with
“surrendering” to the other, and tries to restore the interiority to each individual
and a simple human bond to the earth.



