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The Almighty State in Stasis: How modern utopias rely on a disconnection from history and the insertion of state power into the domain of the venerated.
In my reading of utopian fiction, I was interested in how space and time factor into the worlds the narratives portray. Of the five pieces of utopian fiction studied, four seem to be identifiable as being isolated from the world in their geography or failing that, isolated from the world through their rejection of history, whilst the fifth can be speculated to be on a downslide into the latter category. These texts are Thomas More’s Utopia and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland as examples of simpler utopian societies and Aldous Huxley’s and George Orwell’s dystopian opuses Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four respectively, plus Anthony Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange. To this end, I will be asking to what extent does a utopia need to be segregated from its past in order to maintain their utopian vision of the future, and so particular attention will be paid to the last three of these texts, with short reference to the progenitor of the utopian genre.
For the purpose of drawing comparisons between so many texts, I have separated the four into categories, Utopia and Herland I have deemed as ascetic utopias, whereas Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four have been deemed as techno-utopias. The ascetic utopias have been so named due to their rejection of luxury and their egalitarian diligence, reverting to simpler times where sustenance alone delights the population and leaves little room for greed, envy, pride and other such sins that destabilise society and sew mistrust. On the other hand, the techno-utopias hinge upon the use of cutting-edge technology in order to justify the utopia and its control of its people. In Brave New World this is the triad of eugenics, conditioning and an excess of luxury and in Nineteen Eighty-Four it is the mass surveillant telescreens that find and purge dissent.
Due to their settings in speculative futures the techno-utopias also contend with the problem of geography, but in different ways. Rather than being separated from the world at large as the ascetic utopias are – favouring egalitarian localism – the scope of the techno-utopia makes that unfeasible, so instead they endeavour to separate the people within the utopia from each other emotionally and politically. Family and monogamy in Brave New World are forbidden for the upper castes, their philosophy on relations between people is summarised quite succinctly; ‘Family, monogamy, romance. Everywhere exclusiveness, a narrow channelling of impulse and energy.’

Here it is said that monogamy and family are undesirable in the World State as it cripples the ability of one to give their love freely to all, framing the abolishment of monogamy as a benevolence. Such ‘exclusiveness’ necessarily requires one to create an inequality of who gets to share in one’s impulses. This inequality then could have dire ramifications for the eugenic utopia as families form; units formed by stronger bonds than those tying them to the state, ripe for sewing mistrust towards that state and gatekeeping the luxury of sex that was once distributed freely and carelessly. This expansion of familial boundaries and intimate connections shares similarities with the state family ideals seen in the ascetic utopias, but the nature and intent are almost antithetical as rather than creating a World State family, they have abandoned and vilified completely the notion of familial and monogamous romantic connections. Instead free, label-less romance is encouraged to be shared across many in the upper castes, sex being one of the many luxurious commodities to surround oneself with.
On the other hand, the family does exist in Nineteen Eighty-Four, but in such a condition that makes it arguable that it would be better to not exist at all. Marriage has been stripped of all its enchantment, merely a contract issued by the state that declares that two are tied together for the raising of children. Those children are indoctrinated at a young age to doubtlessly become fodder for the state’s wars in their adulthood, but before then act as spies in their own households. They accuse siblings and parents alike of thought crime showing no biases or moral reasoning whatsoever, just calculated identification of Big Brother’s enemies who happen to be related to them, but Big Brother comes first. We see this type of betrayal first-hand near the denouement of the novel where Parsons is hauled in for talking in his sleep. We see his devotion to the Party and the power of Big Brother’s panopticon, ‘“Of course I'm guilty!” cried Parsons with a servile glance at the telescreen. “You don't think the Party would arrest an innocent man, do you?”

Parsons is portrayed as utterly subservient to the Party, yet even he suffers under the oppression of Big Brother. In his loyalty to the state, he assumes that the fact he was brought in is proof positive that he was guilty, choosing to admit guilt for something he did not know he did – and maybe did not do – before the telescreen rather than plead his innocence and look even more dissenting. Despite Parsons’ portrayal as being indoctrinated, it is unclear how much of his prostrating before the state is a show for the ever-present glare of the telescreens. Though here his intent and guilt do not matter, as one of the Big Brother loyalists, he accepts his fate and says the following:
‘“It was my little daughter,” said Parsons with a sort of doleful pride. “She listened at the keyhole. Heard what I was saying, and nipped off to the patrols the very next day. Pretty smart for a nipper of seven, eh? I don’t bear her any grudge for it. In fact I’m proud of her. It shows I brought her up in the right spirit, anyway.’”

It is here that we can see how corrupt the family has become in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Not only was Parsons betrayed by his own daughter, but he is proud that her loyalty to the state triumphed over her loyalty to him. In both cases we see that the individual is more connected to the amorphous, symbolic entity of the state than their fellow human beings. When utopias such as the techno-utopias encompass much of the world, and so establishing a geographically isolated microcosm becomes impossible, they turn to creating divisions between the people. This breaks down their social ties and renders them a unitary resource to be manipulated and spent like pieces on a chess board. We see such use of unitised citizenry in the original Utopia where each house contains 10 to 16 people
 and so people – usually the women – are shuffled around accordingly when houses start filling up. Their methods of achieving this are a lot less nefarious than those of the techno-utopias as Utopia is segregated from the world and guided by an egalitarian social philosophy that can extend the role of the family outwards to include their island. No such option is manageable for the larger techno-utopias, so they are unitised by force, by emotional isolation and by rendering individuals into mindless drones harmless to the status quo.
For all of the similarities, the techno-utopias differ in the means by which the people are divided, and this is perhaps best typified by the Solidarity Service
 and the Two Minutes Hate
. Brave New World has drug-fueled orgies in reverence of Henry Ford, now treated like an ascended deity, whilst Nineteen Eighty-Four has manufactured outrage at the enemy of the state, a vitriolic ritual ending with the comforting face of Big Brother. This reveals a core difference in how the two novels imagined the future of totalitarianism. Huxley famously wrote Orwell to debate whose vision of a dystopian future was more accurate, I would say that both predicted certain facets of 21st Century life. The aforementioned rituals are almost religious in the fervour with which they are carried out, and the question of religion in a utopia is one that bears exploring.
Religion, being one of the great influences on the formative history of mankind, is a natural enemy to the techno-utopias of the 20th Century, but in the original Utopia, religion was a much more venerated practice. Hythloday writes of a society with many different religious beliefs that can change from house to house, many animist though the learned men’s beliefs coalesce into a monotheist faith. All of the religions are equal in the eyes of the law, and thus protected by the laws of the land. 

‘Upon his having frequently preached in this manner he was seized, and after trial he was condemned to banishment, not for having disparaged their religion, but for his inflaming the people to sedition; for this is one of their most ancient laws, that no man ought to be punished for his religion.

Religion and religious diversity were celebrated by Utopus and the Utopians, and by having the state mediate any seditious behaviours that could emerge from conflicting faiths, More’s Utopia benefits from the cultural traditions of these faiths, directly said to espouse the moral and ascetic virtues by which the state operates. In short, ‘Religion in Utopia is a principal means for reconciling the individual’s pursuit for pleasure with the necessary political concern for the common good.’

This use of religiosity to aid the state in making the populace compliant is something that exists in the techno-utopian literature. The techno-utopias, however, directly oppose existing religion as artefacts of the past, and when they cannot isolate themselves in terms of space, techno-utopias then go after their history to uproot it along with any evidence that the existence of the totalitarian state is a relatively recent occurrence, not the natural mode of being for humanity. So, what we see in the techno-utopias is not the denunciation of the impulse of faith, but the redirecting of it into new belief systems complicit with the state, made by the state, to serve the state, much more sinister than the ends to which faith is used in Utopia. We see that two avatars of the utopian status quo are championed in each of the novels, Henry Ford and Big Brother. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, in the very same denouement wherein Parsons accepts his guilt, Winston also sees that Ampleforth has been imprisoned for leaving the word God in a piece of poetry. 

‘“We were producing a definitive edition of the poems of Kipling. I allowed the word “God” to remain at the end of a line. I could not help it!”’ he added almost indignantly, raising his face to look at Winston. “It was impossible to change the line.”’

Big Brother is the closest Oceania has to a god in the totalitarian utopia of Nineteen Eighty-Four and reverence of him is, by proxy, reverence of the Party and the utopian state. The puritanical and inquisitorial practices of the Party lend themselves to historical Catholicism and other such orthodoxies, but now the atrocities are being committed in the name of Big Brother, in the name of the utopia. By eliminating the past, including old religion, the new cult of the utopian state is the only such belief system permitted. Whilst a more passive influence, Ford replaces the word God in Brave New World and serves the same functions from catechisms of worship to shouts of frustration. The religions of the old world exist in the reservations, in a theological soup where multiple figures like Jesus and Pookong exist in the same space, it is only John the Savage that uses God in its capitalised form. The World State instead worships a captain of industry, a worthy icon for the sterile, results-oriented society they have built.
If Big Brother is the God of the Party’s totalitarian theology, then Emmanuel Goldstein is the devil. In the Two Minutes Hate, Goldstein and his Brotherhood are the dubious enemies of the state who bear the brunt of all of the rage and more violent impulses of the Party members, dubious as it is left unknown if they even exist and are not just machinations of the state to control opposition. He seems to be more than a heatsink, however, as the ideas of enemies of the state as justification for less and less civil liberty is a big theme in the third part of Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange. The novel ends, in its penultimate chapter, with Alex cooperating with the government to salvage the PR disaster circling him by denouncing those critical of the government, so desperate in their revolutionary tactics that they callously drove Alex to attempt suicide. Alex, and what he widely represents in society as the ultraviolent Nadsat youth culture, was a perfect enemy of the state.
The idea that the government will try to encroach upon the territory of faith after the abandonment of theism is one that has existed since the 19th Century, possibly even before but famously summarised by Nietzsche’s announcement in Thus Spoke Zarathustra – God is dead. In an introduction to a later republication of A Clockwork Orange, titled A Clockwork Orange Resucked, Burgess parroted the same sentiments.
‘If he can only perform good or only perform evil, then he is a clockwork orange — meaning that he has the appearance of an organism lovely with colour and juice but is in fact only a clockwork toy to be wound up by God or the Devil or (since this is increasingly replacing both) the Almighty State. It is as inhuman to be totally good as it is to be totally evil. The important thing is moral choice.’

The modern, common definition of what is believed to be a utopia is nothing if not a ‘totally good’ society, but here Burgess argues that both extremities are inhuman, only something capable via the rigidity of a pre-established concept like God, the Devil or the Almighty State. This idea of the Almighty State here can be applied to the techno-utopias quite fittingly, but not necessarily to A Clockwork Orange. The novel shows that the government are making great advances in pacifying individuals with their Ludovico Technique, a form of conditioning that could easily be twisted towards more malicious and self-serving forms of controlling others’ actions and thoughts like the hypnopaedic conditioning of Brave New World. The Ludovico Technique is in itself an imposition of one dimensional, unmalleable morality onto Alex, but the government have yet to reach the bleak totalitarianism that the other modern utopias portray. As of the end of the novel the police are growing more aggressive against the Nadsat gang culture, the Nadsats being the perfect enemies of the state that will whip the people into such an emotional frenzy that they will support the rise of totalitarianism to stamp out the Nadsats, not realising that with every law passed against the violent youth, the state gains more power with which they can suppress the ordinary citizens. 
In conclusion, the annihilation of the past seen in the techno-utopias is just as strategic as it is symbolic. It isn’t just the declaration of a new, utopian future where the past can be left behind, but a strategic elimination of the context by which the totalitarian states came into power so that old tricks can be repeated. Concepts such as family and religion are removed in a two-pronged approach whereby first the family is corrupted or removed and the citizenry unitised, unable to collectivise and challenge the government through bonds of friendship, marriage or family. Then the introduction of religious-like doctrine and ceremony is established to collectivise the people in the way that the utopian state wants, and so the illustrious past of religion and all of its manipulations and shortcomings are washed away from the public consciousness so that they can be re-enacted by the state, be it the Fordist mechanical outlook on human production in Brave New World or the inquisitorial cult of Big Brother in Nineteen Eighty-Four. A Clockwork Orange seems pre-utopia, on the cusp of falling into a totalitarian state like the two techno-utopias. They have already stumbled upon the means of control – classical conditioning like the Ludovico Technique – and are given motive to exercise totalitarian control of the youth through the ultraviolent gang culture. The novel could be viewed as a documentation of the chaos that makes people turn to utopianism, choosing to sacrifice freedom so that they can call themselves safe.
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