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Past History in the Dark Future

Romantic Heterotopias
and the Preservation of Memories
within the Dystopian City

ABSTRACT

The essay focuses on spatidity within negative
utopias, more specifically on the manner in which
authors of this type of writing have incorporated
into ther texts a sense of nostalgia for a better,
often idedlized pre-dystopian past. This nostalgia
is textually embedded in the symbalic geography
associated with certain heterotopian locations as
well as connected with objects that function as
temporal connectors between the dystopian pres-
ent tense of the novel and the past. The issue is
very important because historical memory itself
often seems to be under attack in dystopian uni-
verses, therefore, such isolated environments act
as singular bridges between the dire state of
affairs of the present that is the object of the
author’'s critiqgue and a better lost, longed-for
past. The purpose of this essay is show how the
critique many authors of negative utopias have
made is rooted in the Romantic critique of the
modern ethos. Authors of negative utopias seem
to have inherited romanticism’s didlike of a mech-
anigic and rationalistic conception of space, the
disenchantment of the world, authoritarianism as
well as the nostalgia and longing for a different
symbolic order situated in the past.
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As science fiction deals with worlds of
the future and, more specifically, as nega-
tive utopian science fiction focuses on a
future gone wrong, often beyond any hope
of repair, one may ask what then is therole
of the past tense for the authors of such
works? We can observe subtle and some-
times not so subtle ways by which authors
of negative utopias have emphasized the
importance of the symbolic order of the past
as opposed to that of the present and future
of ther fictiona spaces. George Orwell
commented, for example, that 1984 does not
represent a clear unshakable verdict for the
future but rather a warning that the future
may possibly be developing in that direc-
tion. Our job, of course, is to avoid such
developments in light of the dark vision
presented to us. “He who controls the past
controls the future, he who controls the
present controls the past” is the famous Or-
wellian maxim. The shaping of the future,
the key, after all, to surmounting the bleak
present depends on the past. But what past
isthat and how is it imagined by authors of
negative utopias?

In Romanticism Againg the Tide of
Modernity, authors Michadl Lowy and Rob-
ert Sayre underline the fact that, apart from
the 19" century, the romantic ethos propa-
gated itself in different formsin the 20" and



even 21% century. While aesthetically dif-
ferences devel oped, many authors that would
certainly not have labelled themselves “ro-
mantics,” given the specific critique they
made modernity, can be easily associated
with the Romantic ethos. The two authors
claim that, from movements offering a cri-
tique of the mechanized state and totalitari-
anism (not restricted to but also including
those of the 1960s) to modern feminism,
new spiritual movements (or those that
desired areturn to the spirituality and social
forms of the past) have their source partly in
the Romantic ethos.

Among the ten possible reactions a-
gainst the ethos of modernity stemming
from Romanticism, Lowy and Sayre men-
tion restitutionism and conservatism. They
come with both nostalgia for the past and
aternative plans for “repairing” the faulty
present by looking backward. Max Weber
considers that the primary characteristics of
modernity are industrialization, the disen-
chantment of the world, insrumental reason
and bureaucratic domination, while in Con-
servatism: A Contribution to the Sociology
of Knowledge, his pupil, Karl Mannhem,
talks of Romanticism as a conservative
mode of opposition againg bourgeois philis-
tinism, as a weltanschauung “ideologically
opposed to the forces that gave birth to the
modern world.”

We should thus notice that, during the
19" century, the romantics reacted against
many of the eements that later on, in the
20™ century, became the objects of criticism
for many authors of negative utopias, who
integrated them in their dark portrayals of
the modern world: the mechanized date, in-
strumental reason, the disenchantment of the
world, socia reification, indugtrialization. In
the case of conservative romanticcism, anos
talgia for the past as a world where dl these
were not present is a so noticeable.

In this article | wish to focus on envi-
ronments associated with a nostalgia for the

pre-dystopian past that are
Situated within the urban
setting itself, aswell as con-
nected to various memory objects like
books and other miscellaneous objects that
seem to be around them. These include
cities of the past, hidden rooms within the
dystopian city, monuments, old buildings,
churches, or simply memories of a totally
different spatial practice and symbolic or-
der. The emphasis of the authors on their
existence, often in a ruinous state, but till
connected symbolically with the past is no-
ticeable and important for the ways authors
of negative utopias understood the relation-
ship between time and space. | find that this
type of intermingling of temporal planes,
the idealization of the past and more specifi-
cally the usage of such spaces as repositor-
ies of historical aswedll asindividual memo-
ry are part of a literary device that has its
origin in the romantic world view and the
romantic critique of modernity. Ann White-
head notes in her book, Memory, that the
intersection between memory and place can
be seen in mnemonic landscape.” This land-
scape assumed a fundamental role, as Raph-
ael Samud notes in Theatres of Memory, in
the Western Christendom of the Middle
Ages, which centred on a “far-flung network
of pilgrim routes and landmarks ... conven-
iently sited for commemorative worship.”?
Something of the “commemorative worship”
of place can aso be discerned in the inter-
nalized Romantic landscapes of the mind,
exemplified by Wordsworth’s “Tintern Ab-
bey,” and it can also be fdt in Proust’s
evocations of his beloved childhood land-
scape of Combray.? Other important figures
like Maurice Halbwachs® also commented
on the intersection of memory and place,
regarding the locations in which socia
groups gathered as crucial to the preserva-
tion of memory while, Pierre Nora derived
the phrase lieux de mémoire’, “sites of mem-
ory,” from Frances Yates loci memoriae®



Spatiality, then, is crucia to
the activity of remember-

S ing, and seems as important
as temporality to both its conceptualization
and its practice.

Richard Terdiman argues, on the other
hand, that that the turn of the 19™ century
witnessed an intensification of relation with
the past, which amounted to what he terms a
“memory crisis”’ Based on this argument,
Whitehead dedicates a chapter in her book
on the conceptualization and representation
of memory from the late 19" century on-
wards. She argues, in particular, that there
is, in 19" and 20™-century accounts of mem-
ory, acontinued emphasis on the individual.

Indeed we see the fact that the authors
of negative utopias were very much con-
scious of the modern memory crisis by
depicting locations where we see how col-
lective memory fails as a source of truth
about the past. However, we should be tak-
ing into account arguments such as Ann
Whitehead's and Richard Terdimant’s on
the importance of individual memory for
19"- and 20™-century discourse as well as
critics that concentrate on the issue of the
historical past in certain negative utopias
like Philip Wegner, so we can observe im-
portant points of connection and resem-
blance between some 19"- and 20™-concep-
tions of memory, for it seems that the indi-
vidual memory of the past is not as com-
pletely erased as many critics discussing the
spatiality of negative utopias have assumed.

What is extremely interesting is that
such a supposition alters our very percep-
tion of many novels as “anti-utopias’ and
helps us detect some veritable “utopian”
tendencies behind the author’s pen, an ac-
tive desire and nostalgia for the past. Nor-
throp Frye believed that “utopiaisthe comic
inversion of the tragic structure of the “con-
tract myth” and, hence, represents the desire
for the restoration of that “which existing
society has lost, forfeited, rejected, or
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violated.”® If we hold this to be true, then
the residual topographies are not only link-
able with a romantic ethos and critique of
modernity but also with the utopian, rather
than the anti-utopian tradition. In the essay
“Modernity, Nostalgia and the Ends of Na-
tions’ from the book Imaginary Communities
Utopia, the Nation and the Spatial History of
Modernity, Phillip E. Wegner mentions the
fact that Orwell, in 1984, inaugurates a new
form of “conservative utopia’ (in the sense
discussed by Karl Mannheim in Ideology and
Utopia®). The critic notes the author's ten-
dency and desire of return to a romanticized
topography of the past by congtructing spaces
that are connected with this temporal plane’°

In accordance with the theory devel-
oped by Michd Foucault, | propose nomi-
nating the romantic, quasi-utopian spaces
that evade the dominant symbolic spatial
ordering present in the text as heterotopias,
that is, spaces of otherness, sites constituted
in relation to other sites by their difference.
In The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia
and Social Ordering, Kevin Hetherington in
The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia
and Social Ordering says that heterotopias
“organize a bit of the social world in a way
different to that which surrounds them. That
alternate ordering marks them out as Other
and allows them to be seen as an example of
an alternative way of doing things.”**

In this particular sense, | see these mar-
ginal symbolic topographiesin the novels as
being heterotopic in relation to the rest of
the novel’s symbolic space, their difference
being constructed as Other (Foucault), as
romantic with respect to the specific form of
critique of modernity they underline (Lowy
and Sayre) and utopian for they represent
the desire for the restoration of that hich
existing society has lost, forfeited, rejected,
or violated' (Frye).

There are a great number of rooms and
corridors associated with the past within the
dystopian city. Most of them are liminal



spaces, or spaces of transit that connect the
city with an outer world usually banned or
abandoned.

In the case of Owen Gregory's Mec-
cania: The Superstate, the author describes
the imaginary country of Meccania, a coun-
try loosdly based on how the author per-
ceived Germany at the beginning of the 20"
century. We notice from the beginning that
we are dealing with a clockwork universe, a
rationally planned totalitarian country where
freedom is absent and the individual is
merely a cog in the machine of the state.
The narrative is constructed around the trav-
els of a Chinese man in Europe. After visit-
ing Luniland (England) the main character
is suggested to visit Meccania, for aradically
different form of European social organiza-
tion. In this country, as the name might sug-
ged, everything is modern, mechanized and
efficient. Symbolically and geographically,
the past of the country has been negated as
obsolete, every vestige of the old medieval
buildings has been eiminated and replaced
by Meccanian town planning, which is boaged
asmore efficient, functional and rational 2.

However, in certain parts of the city,
somehow the past still makes itself apparent
intuitively to the main character. It is inter-
esting how it is precisely irregularity that
triggers this association with the old world,
the fact that the buildings are not fully im-
bued with the rationa planning character-
istic of “the Meccanian spirit.”*

With regards to personal freedom, as a
guote from the novel subsumes it “the ma-
chine seems to absorb everything and the
individual counts for nothing.”** Two things
are important to note for the purposes of the
present article. The first is the fate of the
individuals that fail or refuse to adapt to this
form of social organization. Such individu-
as are diagnosed with a menta illness
named Znednettlapseiwz (Chronic tendency
to Dissent) and are placed in mental asylums.
According to Michd Foucault’s definition of

heterotopias, more specific-
aly heterotopias of devia-
tion, enunciated in the essay
“Of Other Spaces. Utopias and Hetero-
topias’ as “spaces in which individuas
whose behaviour to the required mean or
norm are placed. Cases of this are rest
homes and psychiatric hospitals and, of
course prisons.”*® Obviously in our case,
two types of heterotopias overlap, for the
mental hospital is used as prison by the
totalitarian Meccanian state.

Another important thing to notice isthe
dialogue between the traveller and his Mec-
canian guide regarding literature. The guide
recommends that the traveller should read
modern Meccanian literature. However,
when the traveller demands to know if the
Meccanians do not have more imaginative
writing, the answer he receives is that they
used to have such literature in the past but it
has been abolished and replaced with new
modern literature. The old one, dating from
two hundred years before the present time
of the narrative is only read by the mental
patients in the asylums reserved for the indi-
viduals that oppose the Meccanian order.*®

Owen Gregory wrote Meccania: The
Superstate in 1918. We know from the
beginning of the novel that the events are
imagined by the author as taking place in
1970. Thus, the present time of the nove is
1970. Judging by this, we can logically de-
duce roughly to what epoch belonged the
books read by the people interned in the
asylums. Two hundred years ago would
place the period at the end of the 18" cen-
tury. We know that the end of the 18" cen-
tury marks the beginnings of Romanticism,
an epoch in which a strong focus was placed
on concepts like “imagination” as opposed
to the scientific rationalisn of works that
characterized the Enlightenment era.

In fact, when the guide argues that the
preference for the two hundred year old
books as opposed to modern scientific




treatises is a sign of the
patients’ “arrested develop-
ment,” he associates these
|nd|V|duaIs with an anti-modern ethos be-
longing to the pad, a past that is quite
simple to localize in time. In contrast to the
world outside the asylums, the exigence of
such books is permitted as a form of therapy
in the mental establishments. In the novd,
the traveller visits one of the asylums and
has contact with one of the “patients.” The
author refers to him as “an individua be-
longing to an older generation altogether, a
generation older than his contemporaries, if
you understand what | mean’*’. The asy-
lum’s location is also important. It is placed
“upon alonely moorland, far away from any
village’™® or another Meccanian settlement.
This wild setting of the asylum needs to be
emphasized, its placement on the outskirts
of Meccanian settlements, as well as the de-
tained individua’s interest in the historical
past of his country of which he mentions
that “it was full of its old traditions, and not
even the peaceful charms of Bridgeford —an
island that seemed like a vision of Utopia —
could gtifle my passion for the pine forests
of Bergerland, our old home in Mecca
nia”*® The patient has a fegling of nostalgia
with respect to an idedlized pre-modern
symbolic order. Such a vision is clearly
identifiable as romantic in the scholarly
sense due to the nostalgia for an idealized
pre-modern past associated with home, na-
ture, old folk traditions and the past. In the
novel’s dystopian state, individuals that val-
ue this symbolic order and didike the mod-
ern one are placed in what is basically an
asylum whose purpose is precisdly the erad-
ication of thistype of ethos.

One should aso have in mind Roman-
ticism's antipathy towards all things me-
chanical. In Romanticism agains the Tide of
Modernity, Lowy and Sayre mention works
like Franz von Baader’'s On the Concept of
Dynamic Motion as Opposed to Mechanical
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(1809) as a work that had consderable
reverberations among the Romantics. They
argue that “in the name of the natural, the
organic, the living, and the dynamic, the
Romantics often manifested a deep hogtility
to everything mechanicd, artificial, or con-
structed. Nostalgic for the lost harmony be-
tween humans and nature, enshrining nature
asthe object of amystical cult, they observed
with melancholy and despair the progress of
mechanization and industrialization, the mech-
anized conquest of the environment. [. . ]
The Romantics were a so haunted by the ter-
rifying prospect that human beings them-
selves could be mechanized.”®

Thomas Carlyle wrote in Sgns of the
Times (1829) that “Were we to characterize
this age of ours by any single epithet, we
should be tempted to call it, not an Heroical,
Devotiona, Philosophical or Moral Age, but
above all others the Mechanica Age It is
the Age of Machinery, in every outward and
inward sense of the word.”?* This particular
Romantic anxiety with mechanism flows
through al the text of Owen Gregory's 20"
century negative utopia Meccania: The Su-
perdate, as well as arguably through most
20™ century negative utopias written in the
vein of great authors like George Orwdl, Al-
dous Huxley, Y evgeny Zamyatin and Marga-
ret Atwood, works that centre on clockwork
universes. Meccaniais presented as a country
containing “the living forces of the present.”%
We can conclude that the asylums contain by
contrast the living forces of the past and in no
small extent, the Romantic ethos associated
with it. Having thisin mind and also Michd
Foucault’s definition of heterotopias, we can
thus safely speak of the asylum in Gregory’s
novel as a romantic heterotopia of deviation.
Such heterotopias of deviation, where those
that cannot or will not submit to the will of
the dystopian datus quo are sent, can be
found throughout negative utopias.

Another novel in which the mental a
sylum performs a similar function is Horace



Newte's The Masterbeast (1907). Newte
imagines the fate of Great Britain under a
sociaist dictatorship. The main point that
his novel conveys is that socialist thinking
is, above all other ideological considera
tions, a system that is againg nature itsalf.
For him, socia hierarchy is a natural phe-
nomenon; nature is constructed as to favour
the strong and competition. A political sys-
tem is only successful in his opinion inas-
much as is constructed in harmony with the
laws of nature. Departing from this harmony
with nature will lead to disturbing social
effects like dictatorships as well as to the
collapse of the system sooner or later. Free-
dom can exist as well only within a system
that accounts for human nature. Having this
perspective in mind, one can see how so-
ciaism for Newte may take power on
account of having stronger popular support
at a given moment in time, despite the fact
that it is not in harmony with the laws of
nature, that it does not encourage competi-
tion and that it will eventually fail into a
dictatorship which imposes unnatural laws
and will eventually collapse by itself. This
is precisely what happens in his novel and
the author uses the trope of the heterotopian
asylum among other devices to illustrate
this.

In his socialist dystopia, children are
taken from the mothers after birth to be
raised in state ingtitutions. The mothers
suffer psychological ailments from having
their children taken away at birth. In his
socialist state, despite the fact that socialism
proposed equality between man and woman,
it ironically ends up taking away women's
power to vote, precisely on account of the
fact that many women, as a fact of nature,
do want to keep their offspring and may use
their voting power to get this freedom and
thus, as a consequence, destabilize the so-
cialig state as shown above. The “mad’
women that refuse to give their children
away at birth or genuindy suffer terrible

psychological trauma as a
result of this parting are in-
terned into asylums that
function, as we have seen in the case of
Owen Gregory's Meccania: The Superstate
as heterotopias of deviation. It is however
peculiar to note Newte' s obsession with his
idea of the organic symbiosis between poli-
tics and nature, his emphasis on the artifi-
cial, rationalized, bureaucratized and mech-
anized structure of the socialist state. His
problem is not with the ideal of socialism
per se, but with the fact that thisideal is not
compatible with his conception of the natu-
ral organic link between poalitics, nature and
the people. Such a vision isinherent in Ro-
manticism also, particularly with forms of
romantic nationalism. Also, it is extremely
important to note the device by which
Newte introduces his fictional dark future.
As in many utopias and dystopias we are
dealing with the traveller trope, an outsider
character used by the author to explore the
new world. In Owen Gregory's Meccania
we had a Chinese traveller exploring Eu-
rope. In the case of Horace Newte's The
Masterbeadt, this traveller does not belong
to a different geographical space but to a
different time. The main character dies in
the historical past and is somehow brought
back to lifein the socialist sate of the future
with all his memories intact. The time trav-
eller is able to compare the two different
ways of organizing society. The author em-
phasizes the fact that the past was better
because it was more attuned with the laws
of nature.

Another interesting work is the novel
written by E.M. Forster: The Machine Stops,
where we have the ventilation shafts that
link the underground world of ‘the machine
with the world outside. The author portrays
a world in which humanity has chosen to
live in underground cities wholly dependent
on artificial means of life support and aban-
doning the natura world above. These



shafts date from a period
“when man dill breathed
the outer air'® and are the
means by which the rebellious main char-
acter Kuno gets to the surface of the planet.
The ventilation shafts date from the time
when the city was under construction and
therefore act as passageways between the
two worlds. In the economy of the under-
ground world, having awish to go outside is
equal to “throwing civilization away,”* the
scientist world view that led to its develop-
ment. Forster pits scientific rationalism and
nature against each other with a clear biasin
favour of the latter and the young man that
chose to leave the city and return to the
natural world. This turn from cityscape to
natural landscape, as well as the turn from
reason and rationality to fegling, impulse
and longing for communion with the natural
world can be connected with reminiscences
of theromantic ethosin E.M Forster’ s work.

Ancther three very important authors
that constructed such a space that is placed
at the intersection of two worlds, or rather
two temporal planes, past and present are
Y evgeny Zamyatin, George Orwell and Mar-
garet Atwood. | have chosen to discuss the
three together because it is fascinating from
a comparative perspective to observe how
the symbolic space fulfilled by Zamyatin's
“Ancient House” —the place where D-503 is
shown by 1-330 many relics of the past that
dates before the revolution that gave birth to
the World State — heavily influenced George
Orwell in his depiction of the room in the
proletarian district where Julia and Winston
Smith secretly meet in 1984 and, further-
more, how the depiction of this latter room
prompted Margaret Atwood to creste a much
similar room of her own in The Handmaid's
Tale. It isimportant to note that the authors
used the space for roughly different reasons.
For Yevgeny Zamyatin, it is a transtional
space connected with the past that links the
world of the World State with the natural
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world of the Mephi, a world that extremely
important for the main character’s psycho-
logical progress. Many commentators of
Zamyatin's text have noted that the text’'s
vision of redemption lies not in a reformed
future but rather in a mythical, idealized
archetypal past.”® The room is for the Rus-
sian author, asis for Orwell, a space where
the past can be recaptured and relived in a
somewhat sublimated and nostalgic form.
Mnemonic spatiality is present in dystopias,
as Philip Wegner astutely notes that “Nine-
teen Eighty-Four attempts to delink the val-
ues of modernity from the very ongoing
process of modernization which gave rise to
these values in the first place, and promotes
instead a nostalgic return both to the older
form of the imagined community found in
the English nation and the kind of “literate”
intellectual critique formed within it.”?

Wegner notes that for Orwell aesthetic
objects serve as “self-contained, autono-
mous monads.”%” The room becomes thus “a
world, a pocket of the past where extinct
animals could walk.”® These self-contained
worlds ingigate in Winston Smith what Her-
bert Marcuse would later describe as aes-
thetic anamnesis®® The main character notes
on how “The room had awakened in him a
sort of nostalgia, a sort of ancestral mem-
ory.”%

Winston Smith reflects in the novel
that: “Always in your stomach and in your
skin there was a sort of protest, a feeling
that you had been cheated of something you
had a right to.”* Philip Wegner argues that
the room, along with other objectsthat | aim
to discuss later “provides the truth content
of these fedlings, offering a means of access
to the now-repressed reality of the historical
past.”* Further on, the critic notes that “un-
like Marcuse's theory of Platonic anamne-
sis, the recollection of a moment of a pre-
historic happiness before the establishment
of arepressive civilization, Orwell’s memo-
ry of happiness looks backward to a very



specific moment in the English nationa
past. [. . .] These objects become the-Thing-
incarnate, a concrete manifestation of the
shared ‘organization of enjoyment’ that, as
Slavoj Zizek points out, fuses together the
imagined community of the nation (and cru-
cially, as he aso suggests, isimagined to be
under constant ‘menace’ by some Other).”*®
The room and its furnishing are a product of
Orwell’s own childhood. The better world,
that of his childhood, toward which Wington
Smith looks back longingly, islocated in the
moment that, not coincidentally, coincides
with the high-watermark of Great Britain's
power, a moment which by the conclusion
of the Second World War seems to have
vanished forever. Wegner believes that the
autonomous aesthetic object enablesthe cre-
ation of Winston Smith’s own “freg” sub-
jectivity, by recalling another kind of auton-
omy, that of the “English” or (imperial)
“British” nation-state, the two, as the previ-
ous passage makes evident, always aready
identical in Orwell’s mind.>* As Winston
Smith points out, as long as such aesthetic,
nostalgic objects exist, the Party’s domina-
tion remains incomplete: “What mattered
was that the room over the junk shop should
exist. To know that it was there, inviolate,
was almost the same as being in it.”* These
self-contained material embodiments of the
past serve as the irrefutable proof of the
possibility of another, better, situation, and
conseguently provide the normative ground
from which Winston Smith can critique the
horrg, deprivation, and poverty of Oceanic
life.

Orwell clearly idealizes and romantic-
cizes the past. However, what is more inter-
esting is the process of aesthetic anamnesis
by which the author’'s main character at-
tempts to revive his memory, invoke the
past, connect with memories of his child-
hood, to a different way of being and a
perceived better social order. A similar
process of anamnesis takes place in 1984

with respect to the dream
Winston has of the almost
mythical natural landscape
of the“ Golden Country.” If such athmg had
been present in a 19" century work, we
would immediately think of the writer as
being influenced by poets of the romantic
tradition. We should redlize, however, that
conscioudy or unconsciousy Orwell uses
the room, various objectsin it, aswell asthe
dream of the countryside landscape of the
mythical Golden Country in the same
manner the British romantic poets used
landscapes: to retrieve an obscured, lost, i-
dealized, past state of personal and higtor-
ical bliss much different from the dark
presents they were witnessing changing the
world. Memory seems to be obscured by
something and it takes a conscious effort on
the part of the protagonist, as well as the
individual’s correct placement in space to
retrieve and remember and recollect what is
lost from the present.

| would argue that the same thing hap-
pens in the case of Zamyatin’s Ancient
House, where, among other things recreat-
ing the ambient of the old world before de
World State, the author mentions books by
the Russian romantic poet, Alexander Push-
kin. These constant symbolic associations
with an idealized better past that isin stark
contrast to the dystopian present are not ran-
dom, or specific to some author or another,
they form a veritable trend observable al
throughout 20™ century dystopian fiction.

In the third case, Margaret Atwood
uses heterotopian spaces rather differently,
focusing more on gender issues and feminist
perspectives, as a space where the main
character of her dystopia, Offred, can mani-
fest her fedings and sexudlity free from the
moral confines of the dystopian world out-
side thus ssimultaneously glorifying the inde-
pendence and freedom enjoyed in the past
by the feminine characters of her novel but
on the other hand responding to what many




critics perceived as the mi-
sogynistic view point em-
bedded in many classic
dystopias like Orwell’ sand Zamyatin’s.

In Atwood' s dystopia, Offred’s genera-
tion of women is the first one after the col-
lapse of the old world order, therefore what
becomes particularly important for the au-
thor is the fact that they can sill have a
clear image of the past, despite the state’s
effort to erase it or modify it.This is also
taken into account by the people at the head
of the re education centres for women who
point out to the first generation that: “You
are atransitional generation, said Aunt Lyd-
ia. It is the hardest for you. We know the
sacrifices you are being expected to make. It
is hard when men revile you. For the ones
who come after you, it will be easier. They
will accept their duties with willing hearts.
She did not say: Because they will have no
memories, of any other way. She said: Be-
cause they won't want things they can’t
have.”¥

The existence of memory thus creates
the context for comparisons and eval uations
in an environment where the focus is
precisely on making such comparisons im-
possible. This is very similar to the sym-
bolic role that Zamyatin’s Ancient House
and Orwell’s old room fulfil within the e-
conomy of their works. What differsis only
the targeted time frame. For the two authors,
this desired better world was manifested as
nostalgia for a premodern natural exist-
ence, while for Atwood, this revered past is
much closer to the present. However even in
the case of Atwood we have heterotopian
environments that seem to evade the sym-
bolic order of the present by a connection
with the past, more specifically with the
sexual and emotional freedom enjoyed by
former residents, freedoms now absent from
the main character’s universe. On one hand,
we have Offred’s room, where traces of the
past survive and congtitute memory markers
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the character is drawn to. The main char-
acter notices “On the top of my desk there
areinitials, carved into the wood, and dates.
The initiadls are sometimes in two sets,
joined by the word loves. JH. loves B.P.
1954. OR. loves L.T. These seem to me like
the inscriptions | used to read about, carved
on the stone walls of caves, or drawn with a
mixture of soot and animal fat. They seem
to me incredibly ancient. [...] M. loves G.
1972. This carving, done with a pencil dug
many timesinto the worn varnish of the desk,
has the pathos of al vanished civilizations.
It's like a handprint on stone. Whoever made
that was once alive”*® “The stains on the mat-
tress. Like dried flower petals. Not recent. Old
love there's no other kind of love in thisroom
now. When | saw that, the evidence left by
two people, of love or something likeit, desre
a leadt, a least touch, between two people
now perhaps old or deed, | covered the bed
again and lay down on it.”*

These are markers of an extinct past
that serves as the reminder of a different
symbolic order; however, on the other hand,
we also have a space in the novel where that
past can be temporarily reenacted. That
space is the room in which Offred and Nick
meet and engage in erctic coupling.”Being
here with him is safety; it's a cave, where
we huddle together while the storm goes on
outside. This is a deluson, of course. This
room is one of the most dangerous places |
could be. If I were caught there would be no
quarter, but I’'m beyond caring.”*° Through
their erotic coupling in the heterotopian
spaces, the three pairs, D-503 and [-330,
Winston Smith and Julia, Offred and Nick,
manage to recapture freedoms of the past
the dystopian present now forbids; the dif-
ference in Atwood's case is that she focuses
on the female perspective of being caught
within the boundaries of a totalitarian state
and the means of escaping those boundaries,
and not only the male one, as we have in the
case of Orwell and Zamyatin.



However, whatever the specific mean-
ing of the environment’s presence for the
above-mentioned authors, what unites al
these symbolic spaces is their connection
with a past and symbolic order that islost to
the present of their universes, a past that in-
corporates freedom, be it psychological, in-
tellectual or sexual; most importantly, itisa
space where that past Sate of being can be
temporarily regained. The past and old sym-
bolic order is thus preferred, sanctified and
temporally recaptured in the room. It is a
space cut off from the rest of the symbolic
space, a place where a notion of theindivid-
ual can be given free play, in opposition to
the collectivist identity encouraged by the
dystopian state.
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