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Margaret Atwood: we are double-plus
unfree

Our governments now treat us like cattle - governed by fear,
we have surrendered too many of our hard-won freedoms.
It's time to recapture the territory we've ceded
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“A Robin Redbreast in a cage, Puts all Heaven in a Rage,” wrote William
Blake. “Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall,” wrote John Milton,
channelling God’s musings about mankind and free will in the third book of
Paradise Lost. “Freedom, high-day, high-day, freedom ... ” chants Caliban in
The Tempest. Mind you, he is drunk at the time, and overly optimistic: the
choice he is making is not freedom, but subjection to a tyrant.

We’re always talking about it, this “freedom”. But what do we mean by it?
“There is more than one kind of freedom,” Aunt Lydia lectures the captive
Handmaids in my 1985 novel, The Handmaid’s Tale. “Freedom to and
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freedom from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being
given freedom from. Don’t underrate it.”

The robin redbreast is safer in the cage: it won’t get eaten by cats or smash
into windows. It will have lots to eat. But it will also not be able to fly
wherever it likes. Presumably this is what troubles the inhabitants of heaven:
they object to the restriction placed on the flight options of a fellow winged
being. The robin should live in nature, where it belongs: it should have
“freedom to”, the active mode, rather than “freedom from”, the passive
mode.

That’s all very well for robins. Hooray for Blake, we say! But what about us?
Should we choose “freedom from” or “freedom to”? The safe cage or the
dangerous wild? Comfort, inertia and boredom, or activity, risk and peril?
Being human and therefore of mixed motives, we want both; though, as a
rule, alternately. Sometimes the desire for risk leads to boundary-crossing
and criminal activity, and sometimes the craving for safety leads to self-
imprisonment.

Governments know our desire for safety all too well, and like to play on our
fears. How often have we been told that this or that new rule or law or
snooping activity on the part of officialdom is to keep us “safe”? We aren’t
safe, anyway: many of us die in weather events - tornados, floods, blizzards -
but governments, in those cases, limit their roles to finger-pointing, blame-
dodging, expressions of sympathy or a dribble of emergency aid. Many more
of us die in car accidents or from slipping in the bathtub than are likely to be
done in by enemy agents, but those kinds of deaths are not easy to leverage
into panic. Cars and bathtubs are so recent in evolutionary terms that we’ve
developed no deep mythology about them. When coupled with human
beings of ill intent they can be scary - being rammed in your car by a maniac
or shot in your car by a mafioso carry a certain weight, and being slaughtered
in the tub goes back to Agamemnon’s fate in Homer, with a shower-murder
update courtesy of Alfred Hitchcock in his film, Psycho. But cars and tubs
minus enraged wives or maniacs just sit there blankly.

It’s the sudden, violent, unpredictable event we truly fear: the equivalent of
an attack by a hungry tiger. Yesterday’s frightful tigerish threat was
communists: in the 1950s, one lurked in every shrub, ran the message.
Today, it’s terrorists. To protect us from these, all sorts of precautions must,
we are told, be taken. Nor is this view without merit: such threats are real, up
to a point. Nonetheless we find ourselves asking whether the extreme
remedies outweigh the disease. How much of our own freedom must we
sacrifice in order to defend ourselves against the desire of others to limit that
freedom by subjugating or killing us, one by one?

And is that sacrifice an effective defence? Minus our freedom, we may find
ourselves no safer; indeed we may be double-plus unfree, having handed the
keys to those who promised to be our defenders but who have become,


https://www.theguardian.com/books/homer
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2010/oct/22/psycho-shower-scene-hitchcock-horror
https://www.theguardian.com/world/communism

perforce, our jailers. A prison might be defined as any place you’ve been put
into against your will and can’t get out of, and where you are entirely at the
mercy of the authorities, whoever they may be. Are we turning our entire
society into a prison? If so, who are the inmates and who are the guards? And
who decides?

e human beings have been exploring the border between
freedom and unfreedom for a very long time. Long ago, the
alternative to freedom was not imprisonment but death. In
the millennia we spent as hunter-gatherers, we had neither
passwords nor prisons. Everyone in your small group knew and accepted
you, though strangers were suspect. No one got put in jail, because there
were no buildings to serve that purpose. If a person became a threat to the
group - for instance, if he became psychotic and expressed a desire to eat
people - it would be the duty of the group to kill him, whereas nowadays it
would be the duty of the group to lock him up, in order to keep others from
harm. A justice system with an incarceration option depends on permanent
architecture: you can’t throw someone into a dungeon unless you have one.

After the advent of agriculture, the alternative to freedom became not death
but slavery. It was now more desirable to enslave the threats to your group
than to kill them. That way, they could be set to work tilling your soil, thus
creating a surplus for you and making you rich. Sampson isn’t tossed off a
cliff, as were the captured male Trojans in the Homeric epics. Instead he is
blinded and set to work grinding grain like a donkey.

%’ Of course, once the profitability of

‘.7 slaves had been recognised, the rule
i of supply and demand created a

thriving market for slaves. You could
find yourself enslaved not only by
being on the losing end of a war, but
by being in the wrong place at the
wrong time: in the path of a slave-
raiding party, for instance.

O Margaret Atwood ) ) -
In the medieval period, everyone in

the upper percentages wanted a
castle, and every castle had a dungeon: dark, dismal, cold, hopeless and rat-
infested, or such is their filmic image. Dungeons were status symbols:
everyone who was anyone had one. They had multiple uses: you could keep
witches in them until it was time to burn them; you could shackle criminals
in them, though it was often more economical to just hang them; and you
could put rivals to the throne in them until you could fabricate enough
evidence to proclaim them traitors and chop off their heads. And dungeons
could be valuable wealth-creators, since holding foreign nobles for ransom
could be lucrative. The trade was simple: you, the dungeon-possessor, got a
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lump sum of cash, and your prisoner got his freedom. In the reverse version,
you paid a foreign dungeon-owner to sequester the political enemy of your
choice.

And so it went, for hundreds of years, up to the modern age. In the 19th
century, freedom and unfreedom began to assume their present-day forms.
“Freedom” had become reified by the 18th-century enlightenment: it was
what the embattled farmers of the American revolution were supposed to
have been fighting for, though in practical terms they were fighting for the
freedom of not paying taxes to Britain. The French revolutionaries started
out with liberty, equality and fraternity, a noble ideal which included
freedom from the aristocrats, though in the short term it ended in tears,
thousands of severed heads and Napoleon.

But once Byron got hold of freedom, there was no turning back: freedom as
an idea was here to stay. His The Prisoner of Chillon was romantic because he
didn’t have freedom; that dubious character, Fletcher Christian, mutinied
against Captain Bligh - in Byron’s version - as a gesture against tyranny and a
bid for freedom. And Byron himself lost his life while fighting, more or less,
for the Greeks in their attempt to regain their own political freedom. Not
“Dieu et mon droit” but “Freedom” was engraved on the banner waved by
many a 19th- and 20th-century revolutionary: slaves’ freedom from slavery
in the American south, South Americans’ freedom from Spain, Russians’
freedom from the tsar, workers’ freedom from capitalist exploitation,
women’s freedom from patriarchal systems in which they had the rights of
children but the responsibilities of adults. And, eventually, freedom from
nazism and iron curtain communism.

Freedom to write, freedom to publish, freedom of speech: all are still being
fought for in many countries in the world. Their martyrs are numerous.

A4 The citizen-control methods of modern
western governments are low profile: less
jackboot than gumboot

With so many so willing to die in its name, why have citizens in many
western countries been willing to surrender their hard-won freedoms with
barely more than a squeak? Usually it’s fear. And fear can come in many
forms: sometimes it comes down to the fear of not having a paycheck. As
long as the trains run on time and you yourself are employed, why make a
fuss if a few people here and there are being strung up by their thumbs?

And by the time the thumb-stringing really gets going, fear of another kind
sets in. You can protect your thumbs only by staying below the surface of the
frog pond: don’t stick your head up or croak too loudly, and, you are assured,
as long as you don’t do anything “wrong” - a shifting category - nothing bad
will happen to you.

Until it does.
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And since the free press will already have been suppressed, and since any
independent judiciary will already have been dismantled, and since any
independent writers, singers and artists will already have been squashed,
there will be no one left to defend you. If there’s one thing we ought to know
by now, it’s that absolutist systems with no accountability and no checks and
balances generate monstrous abuses of power. That seems to be an infallible
rule.

ut all of that may seem a little old-fashioned. It harks back to the
mid-20th century, with its brutalism, its strutting dictators, its
mass military spectacles, its crude in-your-face uniforms. The
citizen-control methods of modern western governments are
much more low-profile: less jackboot than gumboot. Our leaders are
applying the methods of agribusiness cattle-raising to us: ear-tag, barcode,
number, sort, record. And cull, of course.

That’s where the prison system comes in: shorn of its short-lived idealism -
no longer a reformatory where criminals are to be reformed, no longer a
penitentiary where they are to repent - it has become a warehouse where
people are stashed. In its for-profit mode, it has also become a gizmo for
creating more criminals, all the better to fill its available slots and extract
money from taxpayers to foot the bill for it.

In the US, young black men are disproportionately represented in the prison
population; in Canada, it’s young First Nations men. Are we incapable of
thinking up anything more effective and at the same time less costly, such as
better education and better job creation? But maybe it serves the powers that
be to foster the conditions that create scary people and have them running
around, so we ourselves will see the logic of paying to lock them up.

Digital technology has made it easier than ever to treat people like
domesticated animals farmed for profit. You can no longer rent a car or a
hotel room or buy much of anything without a credit card, which leaves a
digital trail wherever it goes. You’re told you need a social security card, a
health card, a driver’s licence, a bank card, a bunch of passwords. You need
an “identity”, and that identity is digital. All your numbers and passwords -
all the data that identifies you - is supposed to be private, but as we know by
now, the digital world leaks like a sieve, and security on the internet is only
as good as the next mastermind hacker or inside-job data thief. The Kremlin
has gone back to using typewriters for a good reason: it’s a lot easier to
smuggle a memory stick out of a secure area than it is to make off with a big
stack of papers.

So, what to do? In William Gibson’s Neuromancer trilogy,
most of the citizens are ear-tagged just like us, but some are able to exist
under the radar by virtue of having no official record. Either they’ve wiped it
or altered it, or they’ve avoided having one in the first place. But it would



take a lot of agility and possibly a reservoir of basic survival skills for anyone
to live without the required identity. Under a bridge, maybe; in a house, not.

The majority of us are double-plus unfree: our “freedom to” is limited to
approved and supervised activities, and our “freedom from” doesn’t keep us
free from a great many things that can end up killing us, with our bathtubs
being just the beginning. Freedom from toxic chemicals in the air and water?
Freedom from floods, droughts and famines? Freedom from defective
automobiles? Freedom from the badly prescribed drugs that are killing
hundreds of thousands of people a year? Don’t hold your breath.

It’s not all bad, however. All technology is a double-edged tool, and the very
internet that has too many data-leaking holes in it also allows words to travel
quickly. It’s easier to reveal abuses of power than it once was; it’s easier to
sign petitions and to protest. Though even that freedom is double-edged: the
petition you sign may be used by your own government in evidence against
you.

One of Aesop’s fables concerns the frogs. They told the gods they wanted a
king, and the gods threw down a log to be their ruler. It floated here and
there and didn’t do anything, and for a while they were content. But then
they began complaining, because they wanted a more active king. The gods,
annoyed, sent them a stork, which ate them up.

Our problem is that our western governments, increasingly, are an
unpleasant combination of both the Log King and the Stork King. They’re
good at asserting their own freedom to spy and control, though bad at
allowing their citizens as much freedom as they formerly enjoyed. Good at
devising spy laws, bad at protecting us from the consequences of them,
including false positives. Who says you are who you are? Whoever can alter
your data.

Though our digital technologies have made life super-convenient for us -
just tap and it’s yours, whatever it is - maybe it’s time for us to recapture
some of the territory we’ve ceded. Time to pull the blinds, exclude the
snoops, recapture the notion of privacy. Go offline.

Any volunteers? Right. I thought not. It won’t be easy.

The Heart Goes Last by Margaret Atwood (Bloomsbury Publishing, £18.99).
To order a copy for £14.99, go to bookshop.theguardian.com or call 0330
333 6846. Free UK p&p over £10, online orders only. Phone orders min.
p&p of £1.99.
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