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Night  Operat ion ,  though i t  was wri t ten in  1975,  was published for  the f irs t  t ime in  

2008 by the Barf ie ld  Press .   I t  is  Owen Barf ie ld’s  only science-f ic t ion s tory,  and is  a  

sat ire ,  a l legory of  the cave,  depict ion of  h is  theories  of  meaning in  act ion,  and 

myst ical  v is ion.   Set  in  the 22nd century,  the s tory centres  on Jon,  Peet ,  and Jak,  

boyhood fr iends who query the educat ional  and personal  norms of  their  subterranean 

society.  

Barf ie ld  presents  a  world  in  which,  for  the sake of  secur i ty from terror ism,  the  

populat ion of  an  unnamed country has  decamped to  i ts  former  sewers ,  with  waste  

d isposal  now handled by instant  dis in tegrat ion.   Government  is  a  benign version of  

Orwell’s  IngSoc,  with  pr ior i t ies  comparable  to  those of  the Handicapper  General  of  

Vonnegut’s  Harrison Bergeron ,  foster ing a  d iscourse  such as  that  warned of  in  

Lewis’  Aboli t ion of  Man .  

Al though the boys’  educat ion is  useless ,  Jon receives  a  special  permit  (one of  many 

freedoms theoret ical ly  open to  al l  members  of  society)  to  vis i t  the  Library,  where 

the world  of  the past  is  gradual ly opened to  them.  Jon’s  endeavours  to  understand 

the language of  the past  are  re lated  with  care ,  i l lustrat ing Barf ield’s  concept ion of  

the evolut ion of  consciousness  and the uni ty of  meaning.   He wrest les  with  terms 

such as  winsome ,  honour ,  temperance ,  chasten ,  humane  and dir ty ,  a l l  of  which are  

supposedly bound to a  worldview lost  in  a  society that  glor if ies  human excret ion 

(sexual ,  faecal ,  and vomitory) .   They decide to v is i t  the  Aboveworld,  and there,  af ter  

taking in  with  wonder  the sky and open space,  as  well  as  f lowers  and l iv ing th ings,  

receive a  v is ion of  grace as  i t  infuses the world.  

Night  Operat ion  is  not  a  pleasure  to  read.   The set t ing  is  del iberately d iscomfi t ing,  

and the focus on excret ion qui te  off-put t ing.   The s tyle  is  sometimes too cl in ical  and 

essayis t ic ,  and the sat i re  too broad for  so  shor t  a  s tory:  While  the promotional  

mater ia l  emphasizes  the extreme rest r ic t ive  measures  taken by the society  to  protect  

i tself ,  and ‘por trayal  of  the repressive,  c laustrophobic effects  of  anxiety on human 

communit ies’ ,  in  fact  Barf ie ld’s  main  target  appears  to  be progressive education 

pol ic ies .   The sewer  dwel lers  are  much closer  to  Brave New World  than to  

1984 .   Final ly ,  i f  the  three main characters  are  never  whol ly  convincing,  their  

re la t ionship feels  ent irely contr ived.  



Barf ield’s  theor ies  are  also  front  and centre  on almost  every page of  the  work.   Read 

as  a  creat ive exposi t ion of  the same,  Night  Operat ion is  a t  i ts  best .   The al legory is  

careful ly constructed,  and picking out  the  author’s  c la ims and concerns  is  

worthwhile  and not  unenter ta ining.   Barf ie ld  l iked to  remark that  he  wrote  the  same 

th ing over  and over  again,  and i t  is  s t r ik ing to  f ind what  h is  s tudents  wil l  know well  

f rom his  d iscursive works expressed in  narrat ive format .   Indeed,  Night Operation  

might  have been bet ter  publ ished onl ine,  to  be disseminated widely and to  s t imulate  

in terest  in  the theoret ical  background of  i ts  preoccupat ions.   Never theless ,  the 

Barf ie ld  Estate  is  to  be commended for  br inging th is  work to  publ ic notice .  
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