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The Word of God: The role of Language and Narrative as tools of utopian conquest and resistance.
‘He wer talking so many levvils at 1ce I dint all ways know what he meant realy I wisht every thing wud mean jus only 1 thing and keap on meaning it not changing all the time.’

In my study of several pieces of utopian literature, I was intrigued with the methods by which utopias sustain themselves as entities in time and space, particularly those whose methods are nothing if not totalitarian in nature. After further study of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Russell Hoban’s Riddley Walker I wanted to explore another means of control often present in these utopian pieces, the control of language. It is through language that we describe and construct the world around us, so it was no surprise that, in their pursuit of power, totalitarian utopias tended towards appropriation of the linguistic territory, the Symbolic Order. By seizing this fundamental aspect of the human experience, the utopian states would doctor the language to allow regulation of the citizen’s thoughts, breaking down their identities by forbidding them the tools to speak freely, and critically, of the world. This also guarantees the continuation of the utopia as new generations reared in their language will have never known any different means of perceiving the world around them, and so are incapable of communicating any grievances they have with the utopian status quo, if they can ever feel such grievances at all. Paying particular attention to the two aforementioned texts, I will be relating them back to a quintessential utopian text concerned with linguistic totalitarianism – Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four – whilst analysing how this control of language breeds more complex narrative and mythic structures that too can serve the ambition of the utopian state. 
It is appropriate that we start with the most blatant example of such control, Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Newspeak. Boasting about the composition of the Eleventh Edition of the Newspeak Dictionary, Symes lays out the goal of Newspeak in no uncertain terms.
“Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought? In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it. Every concept that can ever be needed will be expressed by exactly one word, with its meaning rigidly defined and all its subsidiary meanings rubbed out and forgotten.”

In the state’s inquisitorial pursuit of thoughtcrime, they have deemed language as a vehicle through which they can limit the ability of one to engage in the heretical act. Acts of thoughtcrime both conscious and unconscious will become impossible as the people will have a reductive, utilitarian language that only communicates the basest of ideas, crippling man’s faculty as a thinking animal so that they can enjoy the utopia presented to them, albeit in a restricted mode of being.
In Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale we also see restrictions of language in how reading is forbidden for the handmaids, and the playing of board games like Scrabble has become taboo. Born out of anxieties over the rise of Christian conservatism in the 1980s, the theocracy proscribes reading for the handmaids so that they do not consume any literature outside of the utopian propaganda that is preached to them, much like the peasantry’s limited access to the Vulgate Bible before its translation into the vernacular. Used only in the production of children, they are infantilised in most other respects to the point where Offred herself struggles during Scrabble.

My tongue felt thick with the effort of spelling. It was like using a language I’d once known but had nearly forgotten, a language having to do with customs that had long before passed out of the world:

Even as a member of the transitional generation, and so someone initially raised outside of the Gilead orthodoxy, Offred feels a distance between her and her grasp of language. She likens the experience to re-familiarising herself with a language that relates to the pre-Gilead past, a language that is now not only prohibited but unnecessary given her new role as a handmaid. Such parts of language, the outdated ‘customs’, have lost their utility in the ascetic life she must now lead. However, Offred does keep a journal to herself in the form of cassette tapes, and so it is interesting how affected she was by these restrictions given how her connection to language and her preservation as a speaking self is assumedly stronger than that of the other handmaids. If she were not keeping that journal, she would have wrestled even more with the word games.
The keeping of journals as a resistance to the state’s control of language is recurrent in Nineteen Eighty-Four, Winston’s diary being the means by which he consolidates his disapproval of Big Brother and the concept of thoughtcrime, in Oldspeak no less.
In opposition to the totalitarian destruction of public history and personal memory, the novels’ respective protagonists attempt to institute archives of their own. In their diaries and journals, which they explicitly imagine as documents for a future history beyond the reach of the regime’s control, Winston Smith and Offred the Handmaid seek to shore up fragments of the shattered past by attending to those fossilized remains that do persist, sedimented in memory, language, and materiality.

Discussing the utopian control of time, here it is argued that the two journals are a historiographic antidote to the linguistic corruption in which they find themselves, in short, a hope for the future. By writing their transgressive thoughts into materiality, there is the implication that a future, post-totalitarian society may find them and gain enlightenment from their suffering, and perhaps avoid the same mistakes. Such documentation becomes especially transgressive when one considers that the utopian state often deems itself to be an eschatological institution, a just endgame to humanity’s struggles that is removed from its history and thus – from their utopian perspective – immune to being undermined by the passage of time. On the control of archives of information and the privileges afforded to those who control them, Derrida wrote the following:
The archons are first of all the documents’ guardians. They do not only ensure the physical security of what is deposited and of the substrate. They are also afforded the hermeneutic right and competence. They have the power to interpret the archives. Entrusted to such archons, these documents in effect state the law: they recall the law and call on or impose the law.

In the context of totalitarian utopias, the archons are the Party and the Commanders, and their superiors. Through their close connection to the information upon which the utopia is constructed upon – or actively concealing – O’Brien and Offred’s Commander are afforded luxuries that most are not, and since they are the ones who impose the law of the utopia, they can break it. In Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, World Controller Mustapha Mond expresses the same privilege near the end of the novel where he says ‘“Almost nobody. I'm one of the very few. It's prohibited, you see. But as I make the laws here, I can also break them. With impunity.”’
 These small acts of hypocrisy demonstrate how these utopian societies reward positions of power to those loyal to the utopian ideal, those willing to pass down the law of the land whilst privately defying them, who have access to the tools with which to help challenge the status quo, but are placated by more lax restrictions, be it reading pre-war materials or having the luxury of turning off the telescreen. It is access to language – and so knowledge – that differentiates O’Brien from Smith, and Offred from her Commander. O’Brien is allowed – and even helped write – The Book so that he can entrap others in its heretical teachings, whilst the Commander introduces Offred to board games and old magazines for his own satisfaction.
From this control of language, we see the development of much more complicated narrative structures. Controlling the utterances of their people is not enough, and the utopias continue to weave narratives into the public consciousness to solidify their doctrines. This kind of utopian storytelling frames the past in a negative light and creates enemies based on ideology and convenience alone, like Emmanuel Goldstein, Eurasia/Eastasia and the remnants of the United States opposing Gilead.
Derrida’s hermeneutic right mentioned above, that allows those in power to freely interpret texts of the past, is exemplified in Riddley Walker, where the stories that are told are the confused remains of a decayed culture. Hoban’s novel is divergent to the totalitarian paradigm that the other utopias have portrayed thus far, being set in an iron age post-nuclear apocalypse, yet it has many similar uses and corruptions of the linguistic territory.
There is, of course, the so-called Riddleyspeak in which the novel is entirely written, a language that ‘contributes to this picture of primitive life, with its violations of today’s standard English, its heavy reliance upon the concrete and its child-like phonology and syntax.’
 Riddleyspeak effectively communicates the confusing and bizarre societal decay brought about in the novel’s ruined world before yielding, piece by piece, fragments of history that we can identify as extra-diegetic readers. Using these fragments, we place ourselves as readers in the distant past, knowing of what they speak but also knowing that they have misunderstood much of the stories, and are attempting to rebuild that which destroyed the world the first time, a dramatic irony. We see these ancient stories being miscommunicated by the people of Inland yet still retaining meaning for them in their own desolate context, ‘metaphysical truth may well be concealed within the webs of historical error.’

The chaos of the novel’s post-nuclear world has made history and time not irrelevant, as some utopian states would wish, but relevant in alternative ways. History has become a narrative kaleidoscope wherein parables, folktales and actual historical episodes congeal to teach disjointed lessons to the people. Characters like Lorna are conscious to this, saying ‘“All them other storys tol by mouf they ben put to and took from and changit so much thru the years theyre all bits and blips and all mixt up."’

When considered within the frame of that nuclear holocaust, the distortion of language and the stories they hold cannot be attributed to the sinister machinations of a utopian state, being the symptom of oral cultures formed by the loss of dramatic and sudden loss of technology. Due to that oral culture, what few narratives they have from before the Bad Time are compromised. This fact and the style of Riddleyspeak give many of the narratives the quality of old folktales akin to stories that the brothers Grimm wrote. 
The clevver looking bloak said, "Iwl tel you what Iwl do Iwl share you my fire and my cook pot if youwl share me what to put in the pot." He wer looking at the chyld.

The macabre deal with the ‘clevver looking bloak’, a devil-like figure in their stories, reads off as almost Faustian in the way that they bargain, and are later killed, as a result of their deal with this dark archetype. Continuing to map old cultural traditions upon the devastated landscape, Riddley muses on the world before the Bad Time, seeming to echo the ubi sunt motif wherein one ponders on the transience of life and on those who came before, popular with Old English texts.
I hispert back, "O what we ben! And what we come to!" Boath of us wer sniffling and snuffling then… How cud any 1 not want to be like them what had boats in the air and picters on the wind? How cud any 1 not want to see them shyning weals terning?

Translating to ‘where are those who came before us?’, the ubi sunt ideas here and found in other great texts like Beowulf give the fractured stories in Riddley Walker an elevated, mythic sense to them. Their portrayals in Riddley Walker are uncanny – familiar yet metaphorically degraded and so overly literal – it falls to the reader to read into the meanings and origins of the stories using historical and technological contexts not wholly available to the characters.
In The Handmaid’s Tale, stories are another way in which Offred communicates her attitude towards the totalitarian utopia she finds herself in. Through speculation, she fabricates stories about the various outcomes that could have befallen Luke and her daughter following their separation. These stories are split between fantasies and self-torment. Sometimes they are more hopeful, imagining Luke coming to save her, whereas other times they imagine the deaths of those she knew in the pre-Gilead times, seeing Luke’s body in a field in her mind’s eye. This is presented as a form of escapism for Offred, a way to assume some control in her situation, much like her journals were, ‘If it’s a story I’m telling, then I have control over the ending.’
 We also see that Offred’s stories, even the ones describing her current life as a handmaid, are reconstructions. ‘In fact I don’t think about anything of the kind. I put it in only afterwards… As I said, this is a reconstruction.’
 
The other stories she tells are recollective accounts of how the USA slipped into totalitarianism, mixed with pleasant stories from her free life before her body was appropriated by the state. It could be argued that this remembering of how society once functioned before the rise of the totalitarian utopia is its own form of contemporary ubi sunt, albeit a much more literal and filial oriented one.
Providing an ideological structure that fills the gaps of symbolic order, anamorphic entities that gain their consistency only in retrospect, viewed from within the symbolic horizon - they acquire their consistency from the structural necessity of the inconsistency of the symbolic field

Offred’s multiple perspectives could be seen as anamorphic, necessarily filling details in after the fact since she cannot accept the current Symbolic Order at face value as it has become the domain of the totalitarian state that is oppressing her. Whilst the fabrication of stories and personal narratives can be used to avoid succumbing to the utopia as in The Handmaid’s Tale and Nineteen Eighty-Four, the utopia itself, in seizing the linguistic territory, fabricates and appropriates historical tales so that it can use them to propagandise their own narratives. History under totalitarian power is treated as a palimpsest, able to be scraped clean and rewritten to serve the agendas of the powers that be, in both the totalitarian utopia and the post-utopia apocalypse. 
Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Party is known for actively rewriting history, something that Winston himself participates in. The most notable example is the switching of war between Eurasia and Eastasia, swapped overnight and accepted as having been always the case.
Oceania was at war with Eurasia and in alliance with Eastasia. In no public or private utterance was it ever admitted that the three powers had at any time been grouped along different lines. Actually, as Winston well knew, it was only four years since Oceania had been at war with Eastasia and in alliance with Eurasia.

At the end of the novel, the war swaps back again, and is accepted to have always been the case. This demonstrates how strong the Party’s totalitarian grip on reality has become, where they can swap narratives overnight and have them established as not only true, but historically so.
The political powers in Riddley Walker like ‘Pry Mincer’ Goodparley abuse the breakdown of consistent narratives to push for their goal of finding the ‘1 Big 1.’ For all of the devastation wreaked on the people of Inland, the powers that be have decided on a quest to reconstruct that which brought the world to apocalypse in the first place, atomic power. Riddley’s role as a ‘connexion man’ enables to see how the Eusa Story, whilst a source of axiomatic, almost religious, sermons to the residents of Inland, is being betrayed by those who wish to resurrect nuclear technology despite the story’s warnings.
He run them thru the Power Ring he mayd the 1 Big 1. Eusa put the 1 Big 1 in barms then him & Mr Clevver droppit so much barms thay kilt as menne uv thear oan as thay kilt enemes. Thay wun the Warr but the lan wuz poyzen frum it the ayr & water as wel.

This part of the story recounts the atomic bombing of the world, the Bad Time, and the environmental damage it caused, with specific mention of supercolliders’ roles in splitting atoms. Whilst reading like a warning against atomic power, with it being a mission ordained by ‘Mr Clevver’ – the Devil – Riddley discovers that there are those with more sinister ambitions. The ‘Punch and Pooty’ shows Riddley works as a ‘connexion man’ become another example by which an ancient medium is changed to deliver propagandistic, pseudo-religious messaging far and wide. The novel ends with Riddley somewhat escaping the kaleidoscope of mythic narratives – many leading towards disaster – by transcending them, becoming something of a myth himself, Riddley Walker and his pack of dogs roaming the wilderness. He moves from subject to object, becoming the one that is sang about rather than the one doing the singing, becoming a ‘connexion’ to be made instead of the one trying to make such ‘connexions’.
The story of St. Eustace has become amalgamated into the story of the atom’s discovery and man’s downfall via nuclear holocaust. A story of one family’s martyrdom in refusing to give up their faith is reinterpreted to be about the martyrdom of millions for the refusal to give up technology and the omnipotent power such technology provides.
In conclusion, language and the stories made up from it are vulnerable to semiotic corruption and change, but the will for absolute power stays the same whether it’s the Party wanting total Newspeak or the ‘Pry Mincer’ and Lissener wanting to recreate the ‘1 Big 1’. Restricted or damaged, languages impacted by the society in which they are spoken will be used by the state and the citizenry alike to create their own narratives to justify their control and communicate others’ resistance, respectively. In Nineteen Eighty-Four and The Handmaid’s Tale we see states regulating use of language, but Winston and Offred’s documentation of their experiences in the utopian oppose the narrative that the totalitarian states have decided upon, narratives of political order and religious harmony, that have become so dominant in the symbolic space that they are usurping reality. In Riddley Walker we instead see old stories wiped and reinterpreted to fit the new context Riddley finds himself in, but the question of who reinterprets these ancient tales is absent. We see that whilst the Eusa Story is a cautionary tale, many fail to heed that caution and instead see it as an instructional tale to return them to their former glory. Whilst the totalitarians wish to restrict and simplify language, it is of a consequence of this stripped, literal, meaningless language that such ancient tales can be appropriated into an arms race with not only dire repercussions on Inland, but on the implied cycle of obliteration, technology, tyranny and obliteration once more.
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