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Be careful what you wish for
The balance of Mental and Physical desires, Individualism and Collectivism and Freedom in the Utopia
My last essay focused on what created, sustained and ultimately destroyed a Utopia. Utopia rises out of the dissatisfaction with the present and a hope for a better future but begins to collapse as the realities of life take hold. As stability and security become threatened by ideals such as change and freedom, tolerance becomes a memory and power is abused whilst freedom is destroyed thus devolving the Utopia into a Dystopia. This essay develops on these ideas but focuses on specific elements or details that either help, inspire or bring about such circumstances. Such themes include the shifting balance of the needs of the individual and the collective, the mind and body and the types of freedom within the Utopia and Dystopia. My greatest inspiration for this essay can be summarised by Aunt Lydia’s line “There is more than one kind of freedom, said Aunt Lydia. Freedom to and Freedom from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being given freedom from. Don’t underrate it.” (2016|39). 
Throughout all of society there are freedoms and limitations to what we can do and to what extent we can act. Some societies value a physical way of life more than a mentally challenging one, some have more of a focus on the importance of individualism or Collectivism. In this essay I shall investigate these themes and see how they effect and interact with Utopias and Dystopias addressing each in turn with reference to the relevant texts.

Mental and Physical Foci 
Every society will contain people who will use their body more than their brain to survive or use their brain more than their body. People will, of course, always use a bit of both, however it is interesting to see what happens when a Utopia or Dystopia decides to focus on the importance of one over the other and how they manage it. By choosing and supporting one of these foci over the other this instantly leads to the alienation or exclusion of the opposite, including all the people who fit into that category.

In The Dispossessed by Ursula Le Guin, there is a heavy focus on the lack of property and the focus upon manual labour. In the story Shevek is very much a pariah in his disposition, “There’s a point, around the age of twenty”, Bedap said, “When you have to choose whether to be like everybody else the rest of your life, or to make a virtue of your peculiarities.”
“Or at least accept them with resignation,” said Shevek.  (2002|207). Anarres values physical labour and this has to do partly with the conditions on that world as well as their guiding philosophy (brought about by Odos teachings). All must work together in order to survive. This rather egalitarian utopia caters for physical labour but not for the use of the mind as Shevek (who has a brilliant mind for physics) and his innovative work is not valued by the syndicate he came to work for under Sabul. The world caters for and demands the physical aspects of human life rather than the mental. The irony is that Sheveks theory could unite all the worlds between the Terrans, Urras, Anarres and the Hamish having an unprecedented impact upon the history of all of these people and their societies. The Anearresti have completely neglected people like Shevek and thus has led to a major social upheaval on Anarres and the loss of potentially a technology that will transform the lives of many. This is because Shevek may be killed upon the moment he returns home. The Anearresti could be missing out on many more special individuals like Shevek and thus the loss of great potential for their world. (Guin L U. 2002) 

Riddley Walker by Russell Hoban is more complex as life on this world requires one to use all their abilities, whether physical or mental. However the mincery (the governing organisation) focus on the importance of the mental, albeit not for the best of reasons. The circumstances of Riddley Walker and his world are cruel and very physically and psychologically demanding but there is a great importance set on intelligence and the recreation of “the 1 big 1” a reference to a nuclear weapon (or rather nuclear weapons as a whole). 
According to the “Eusa story” (1982|28) the world was destroyed by a huge war which was set in motion by “Mr Clevver” who is in fact the devil and “Eusa” who is Saint Eustace but here is most likely a symbol for mankind, the USA, or a scientist. Of course, in this dystopian world the misuse of mental ability has led to the destruction of the planet and the human race. It is again considered more important than physical labour by the mincery and so plenty of people die and suffer whilst digging up machines whilst genetically mutated people are being held hostage in an attempt to learn more about them. Those who use physical labour here are considered somewhat of less importance than those who are using their minds. This goes so far as to suggest that some even fear intelligence as Fister says to Riddley “Which is you nor I aint no where near as qwick as you. Youre myndy don’t you see. You ben lernt to read and write and all ways thinking on things” (1982|61). This and the previous and following paragraphs demonstrate the respect for intelligence and use of the mind, but the book as a whole reminds us of the dangers of our own intelligence and what happens when it goes too far (Hoban R. 1982). This society is coming to shift its focus to mental work as they endeavour to rediscover the power that allowed ‘boats’ to fly and to recreate weapons of mass destruction at the cost of many lives.

In the film Tomorrowland directed by Brad Bird the focus in Tomorrowland is very much rooted in the mind, what and who someone really is and how their gifts can be nurtured and released without being held back on Earth. This focus on the mind in this society grants it technological and artistic marvels far beyond anything created upon Earth at that time. However, anyone who isn’t truly unique will be left out and left on Earth thus robbing this planet of all the creative and world transforming individuals and leaving all the ordinary people (without innate gifts) behind in a static unchanging world (Bird B. 2015).  

Brave New World by Aldous Huxley has a major focus on the physical as the World Commanders find that having Alpha level individuals (who do the bureaucratic and scientific work) the intelligentsia a difficult prospect. This is because they want a static system as ‘everyone is now happy’, they ensure that it remains this way by having the population engage primarily in physical pleasures and sensations by the use of copious amounts of soma and sex. They do this whilst censoring off mental pleasures such as experimentation (which the commander Mustapha Mond gave up), a vast array of literary sources such as Shakespeare and different political ideas etc (Huxley A. 2009). This has led to a total misunderstanding and disregard of the human condition and human complexity. Constraining it to fit into one small category. This society has forced its focus upon the physical as the mental would allow for change which, in this system, is unacceptable.
 
Overall the focus on either the mental or the physical rather than a balance of both can lead to major disharmony. A focus on the physical (within the viewed contexts) tends to lead to stagnancy and an unchanging society such as on Anarres in The Dispossessed and Brave new world. A focus on the mental allows for the rapid creation of technological, social and theoretical marvels such as in Tomorrowland and Rapture but is unstable, and more likely to destroy things in the end such as on Urras and Terra and in Riddley Walker.

Individuality and Collectivism
Utopias often use one of these two themes when they present themselves to an individual or a group. For example, the communist dream is a collective one, Anarres from The Dispossessed, Thomas Mores Utopia, Herland, Brave New World and the dystopia of Nineteen eighty four are all examples of collectivist societies for one reason or another. Alternatively, Atlas Shrugged, the American Dream, Tomorrowland and the dystopias of A Clockwork Orange and Metropolis are examples of individualist societies valuing individual expression, freedom and the arts amidst other themes. The issue of a state deciding between either one of these ideals ultimately leads to the repression of the group of people who fit into the other category. Both types of people who fit into either category have something important to bring to the state. (Sargent. L.T. 2010) (Bragg M. 2005)

In The Dispossessed on Anarres the society is a collective one, valuing physical labour over the mentally challenging partially due to the conditions on the planet and partially due to the society’s guiding philosophy. Shevek who is an individual feels separate from others on Anarres and ironically finds intellectual equals on Urras but due to his philosophy’s given to him by Anarres he is still different and an individual among individuals on Urras. With individuals being shunned (such as Tirin as well as Shevek) the Anearresti are denying themselves development and are falling into a constant state of static existence. They, by terming such people as egoising, are denying another complex element of the human character and ultimately the true nature of their anarchist state. This shows a Utopia beginning to degenerate but also its attempts to sustain itself (Guin L U. 2002).

In Thomas Mores Utopia collectivism is valued very highly again and the removal of individuality is key. Everyone wears the same outfits, all the towns are designed the same way, all must partake in some physical labour and all are trained for war. It is an ideal egalitarian society however individualism does not have the space to flourish and so such a society will be prone to stagnancy as the outside world grows and develops. Without the individual innovation and creativity, change and perhaps one day even survival may not be possible (More T. 1979) (Bragg M. 2005)

Within Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged the ideal is focused on the essential importance of individualism. Without individuals in society industry, scientific innovation, technology and all the creations that have made our lives so comfortable would never have come about and threaten to collapse without such individuals to sustain them. John Galt asks creative leaders and captains of industry to go into hiding to demonstrate this issue within the book which leads to the collapse of the government and the outside world beyond the confines of Galts Gulch. These industrial and creative leaders then return from hiding to build a better world (Rand A. 1996). However this is also reflected within the American dream especially around the 1900 as one could come to America and remake themselves, not that such an endeavour would be easy. The issue is, as we can see in America, that within individualist societies not everyone is gifted or has an inner drive and so there are many who are left poor or lost within the system (Tindall G. B & Shi D. E. 2010).

There is also a separate issue with individualist societies which was outlined by Emile Durkheim, as the European Countries moved more towards capitalism (and also individualism) suicide began to increase. However in these same countries in religious, traditional and agricultural community’s suicide was lower (1975|229). The importance of depending upon oneself is greatly magnified in individualist societies and is a heavy burden, this therefore as it is harder to deal with and with less external support leads to higher suicide in individualistic communities (Nisbet A R. 1975).

Overall most societies will naturally try to find some kind of balance between individualism and collectivism as we see with present day UK and America however if a society becomes more collective its development is greatly slowed down and risks stagnancy. This potentially can cause the state to start falling into a dystopia if dissenters are shunned, stamped out or removed such as in The Dispossessed, The Handmaids Tale, Nineteen Eighty Four, Brave New World, Utopia and Herland. However in such collectivist societies (when it is more Utopian) suicide can be less, people can collectively be happier but not necessarily more comfortable as the burden is carried by all and teamwork can be very rewarding. Individualism offers innovation, change and adaptation which is very much like evolution in nature. It offers diversity and an experience to nurture one’s own self and achieve great things but allows for ordinary people to run afoul and fall into poverty or failure which can increase suicide and depression within such a society as the burden is held more by the individual alone.

The freedom to act and the freedom from acts
All societies have a certain amount of freedoms but what types are they? Are they the freedom to enact your will and live out your desires or are they freedom from dangers, or seductions of certain kinds. When either one becomes too extreme a dystopia can emerge often when there might have been a Utopia. The choice or balance between the Mental and Physical foci and the importance of Individualism and Collectivism in society feed into and can even create these types of freedoms. As such, freedoms are (in our world at least) permitted or taken from us by other people or to some degree the natural environment. Thus if, for example, a society is more focused on the importance of mental foci in an individualistic society this will have an impact on the amount of freedoms someone will have to do things. In such a case an individual will likely have more freedom to express one’s self, experiment, be creative and innovative. However there may be less freedom from aggression or the abuse of power by others.

The Handmaids tale by Margret Atwood outlines these two types of Freedom on page 39 when Offred reflects on what Aunt Lydia says “There is more than one kind of freedom, said Aunt Lydia. Freedom to and Freedom from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being given freedom from. Don’t underrate it.” (2016|39). The freedom from certain (many) actions Offred used to be able to perform has greatly constrained her life and the lives of all women in the society of Gilead. This has led to them being constrained to do nearly nothing at all except the roles that have been prescribed to them. This is a dystopia but only partially brought about by nature/ the environment, a lot of it has been brought about by human activity such as the hints at chemical and nuclear warfare or disaster. The lack of children, fertile men and women has had a major hand in the creation of this particular dystopian society. However the level of control over what people have freedoms to and from becomes a major part of the plot especially as Offred and the commander start up a more intimate relationship when he invites her to play scrabble with him. Because handmaids are no longer allowed to read, this game is a great channel for seeing how important this freedom is to Offred as she has regained a freedom to do something, she enjoys and appreciations this small amount of power (Atwood M. 2016). The lack of freedoms goes so far that Offred has to try and find ways to stop herself going insane, it is explained she is free from many who would have wished her harm in the way it was before Gilead (2016|39) but has lost so many freedoms to do interesting or even mundane tasks that it does not seem worth it, if only there wasn’t such a terrible fertility crisis. Here the severe lack of freedom to do so many things for Handmaids, the rest of the women (such as Serena Joy who was clearly influential) and men has created a paranoid, repressive dystopian society. This society has a balance between the physical foci and the mental as fertility and babies are so important but so are the tactics the state uses to enforce and educate. The state is authoritarian and favours perhaps a more collectivist way of living as people have to work together and cooperate in order to survive or the eyes will ensure people disappear. The freedom from so many things has led to repression and paranoia which has wrought dystopia upon the United States but in a desperate bid to survive.

In The Dispossessed the types of freedom are quite essential to the narrative. The Anarchist world of Anarres has no governing body, no state machine but does have a selection of syndicates filled with volunteers who may help organise projects which others can volunteer to join and partake in. Anyone can refuse a job but few ever really do and it is a society where people are allowed to do most if not anything. It is at the polar extreme from the prior type of freedom in the Handmaids Tale where the state was focused on its citizens being freed from all kinds of dangers and tasks. Here there is an extraordinary abundance of freedom to do things however despite this the system has become static. This is due to the social collective opinion of everyone else. The freedom to act has backfired and is helping to create a static society that doesn’t change as everyone is so concerned with doing physical labour in order to survive. They often find that they do not question the jobs they are given and just get on with it (Guin L U. 2002). This society has a great focus on physical work and is ultimately more of a collective society but in theory has freedom to do anything but in reality has increasingly more freedom from innovation and rapid change which begins to lead this society towards dystopia. 

However there is another factor to take into consideration which is education, the environment and experience, all are themes which are addressed in The Dispossessed and The Handmaids Tale. Shevek and the rest of the people on Anarres are educated and taught what it is that they should do and how they should behave, the importance of sharing and dispossession “ It is not yours ,” the one eyed woman said with mildness of utter certainty. “Nothing is yours. It is to use. It is to share. If you will not share it you cannot use it” (2002| 26). The conditions on Anarres also help to meld people, their views and their desires as all have to work together in order to survive otherwise they will all die. So the environment becomes a force that unifies everyone and lastly when everyone shares the same opinions the whole society becomes an echo chamber reinforcing ideals and principles all the time. Because of this, freedom on Anarres is abstract because of the lack of abundance and the amount of social pressure in the society. 
Additionally in the Handmaids Tale Offred refers to Aunt Lydia as she states that this change will be hardest for the first generation but not for the next as they will know nothing different (Atwood M. 2016). Both show us how educating desire and the surrounding environment can have an impact upon the types of freedoms we can have (Nadir C. 2010).


Overall we can see here that there is a web of complexity in analysing utopia and society in general. This is because the issue with ideals is that it does not take the human condition into consideration. Human beings are complex and are imperfect, so will their societies. Here we have looked at what particular elements can compose or degenerate the integrity of a Utopia, the types of people it may or may not favour and the types of freedom it allows or takes from its citizens. Individualist societies tend to have more freedom to do things and they tend to value intellectual/ mental work and indulgences. However such societies can be unstable or repress people, there is arguably a higher rate of suicide as well. Collectivist societies tend to favour physical labour and pleasures and tend to have (or aim towards) more freedom from oppression and internal and external threats. However these society’s lack diversity, innovation and change leading to a static society, although suicide tends to be less.
Ultimately if any single set of these ideals are favoured more than another an imbalance is incurred. This imbalance can lead to the degradation of those in the other category which, over time, may lead to the collapse of the Utopia. Work and relations would have to be truly fulfilling for all and the complexity of the human condition must be taken into consideration to have any hope of truly attaining Utopia.
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