Explore the theme of freedom in The Heart Goes Last.

America is known to be the land of the free, but with the financial collapse of the East Coast, people find themselves willing to give up some of their freedom for a free home. Stan and Charmaine agree to stay and work in the city of Consilience/Positron because they fear the roaming gangs that harass them as they live in their car. Once they are inside the walled city, they see what freedom they had outside of the city and why their freedom was important.
In Consilience/Positron, they are watched by cameras and cars that roam the streets. They have no individual freedoms. They are not allowed contact with the outside world and everything within the city is monitored. The content on television and radio is chosen by those in authority. The content allowed is considered wholesome and is from the 1950’s.

Basic human rights are taken from the people in Consilience/Positron. They are not allowed to choose their profession or where they will live. They cannot contact anyone outside of the city and have no choice in the content that they see and listen to. The people work so that others will profit from their work and their compensation is living in the city. While others make lots of money, the people’s lives will not change and there is no chance for advancement in the city.
The lives of those in the city depend on the whims of those in charge. If a person refuses to do what they told or try to escape the city, they can be killed, and their body parts sold, or they can have a procedure that makes them imprint on the first person they see, and that person becomes their passion. The peoples’ lives are dictated by those in authority and they have no free will.

Inside the divided town of Positron/Consilience, those who sign up are given a neat suburban house and full employment – in return, they swap their home every alternate month for a cell in Positron prison, while their “Alternates” take their turn at freedom. The prison stint is tolerable because their fellow prisoners are not actually criminals – the real cons have been mysteriously “relocated”. There is no internet access to the rest of the world. No uncensored news gets in or out.

There's some Swiftian satire to the idea of prisoners and guards being fundamentally interchangeable, and a hint of societal critique in a prison system that exists solely to financially support its employees. And Consilience is a familiar kind of dystopia, a 1984-esque panopticon where a hidden leadership isolates its citizens, spies on them and manipulates them through cheery propaganda. But while Atwood draws on fears about surveillance states and prison-industrial complexes, both are just a soft-focus backdrop to Stan and Charmaine's outsized adventures in a world of brain reprogramming and Elvis sexbots.


The choice between freedom and security
She’s, of course, showing us in the most exaggerated and absurd way the results of giving up freedom for security.

“He shouldn’t have let himself be caged in here, walled off from freedom. But what does freedom mean anymore? And who had caged him and walled him off? He’d done it himself. (187)



A dystopia is a society or a community which is frightening or un-desirable. It is believed as not a good place. It is a futuristic imaginary world in which illusion of perfect social order and unjust societal control is maintained by totalitarian, moral, technological, bureaucratic and corporate control. In this novel, dystopia expert Margaret turns her uncomplicated world building, grim commentary and deft humor on the depths of hubris of humans to the jail, industrial complex, free will and love.

Main Characteristic of Dystopian Society in The Heart Goes Last include that there is limited freedom, independent thought, and information. Another feature of the society includes that there is a concept or figure-head is worshipped by the people of the society. Residents of that society are supposed to be under continuous observation and residents are scared of the outer world. The residents of that society live in a degraded condition; the real world is distrusted and banished. Residents of the society follow uniform expectations. Opposition and individuality are considered bad in that society. The society is a delusion of an ideal perfect world

There is some rough formula to the classic dystopian narratives employed in the novel that deals with the idea of control. An unjust government has limited the freedom of its people.

This novel skewers a culture which trades liberty for the human comforts and sees jail as a profitable business, to earn money. It looks like Margaret is interested to write on for-profit jail scheme for just one reason, because it is occurring and it holds a lengthy story of occurring. Slaves were the source of energy in that world and one could become a slave in several manners - however one way among them was getting imprisoned for a criminal act. The basic query is that would you ever trade your liberty for the security? It is also a query which disturbs the story to the last page. But, Margaret is so much into the characters by this phase - their desires, their betrayals and erotic plays - that the broader implications of society are lost. So much time has been spent on the fulfilment of wishes and on the frustrations. The irrelevant tone of few last chapters weakens the bleak dystopian idea of the initial chapters. 
Giving up your freedom for the good thing always looks like the correct thing to perform, however for some reasons these social experiments are always intended to become unacceptable at the end. Human beings perform bad things when some other person controls them. It looks like that it is not in our hands to react in a nice way when we are being controlled. We will always discover ways by which we can act up or act out. And we will say that we are not an animal in fact, humans. Freeing oneself in this case even appears impossible. But somehow things should be constructed. A person can have comfort and security, however cannot give up his/her freedom. You can’t order someone to love you. It is not what a person wishes for. It must be reciprocated then it becomes all the more interesting.
Charmaine believed in the corporate boundaries. She likes Consilience, the town within prison, with its fifties aesthetic selected due to the reason that those were the days when individuals had identified themselves as being happy, although one of her responsibilities were to carry out euthanasia on the misfits. On the other hand, Stan runs the chicken farm of the prison. It does not appear that they are any more appropriate to one another, and possibly after short period of time at Positron, both will become sexually involved with their substitutes. From there, it is a strange spiral into blackmail and infidelity, counter-plot and plot. 



Freedom? When you’re being watched/controlled


At its core, The Heart Goes Last asks a provocative question: Would you trade your freedom for job security, a nice home and three solid meals a day? It’s an easy choice for Charmaine and Stan who when the novel opens are living in “the moist, stinky darkness” of their car, surviving on stale donuts and whatever else they can ferret from already picked over dumpsters.



Their relationship becomes strange and a whole lot of sex ensues, none of which is really sexy. Their freedoms have been lost by joining this program and they have seemingly signed their own personalities away as well. They become different, much more superficial in their needs and wants. It’s almost as if having decisions made for them is appreciated, especially on Charmaine’s part.



Surrendering your freedom of choice for the greater good always seems like the right thing to do, but somehow such social experiments are always destined to go off the rails eventually. I love the nasty implications of such social experiments gone horribly wrong, or hijacked for other nasty purposes. Humans do weird things when they are rigidly controlled. It seems it's not in our nature to respond well to being mere mice in a maze. We'll always find ways to act out and act up. I am not an animal! I am an individual! What's more, getting rid of "the man" in this scenario also seems impossible. Somehow, someway, things must be monetized. Someone has to be shown the money. And lots of it.



In the case of The Heart Goes Last, she takes on income inequality, the privatization of the justice system and government surveillance.

Freedom in their marriage


The story is best with dealing with the psychological concept of freedom, and the paradoxes that that exist with respects to the continuous power struggle we have face on a daily basis, between the pressures of the directives of the economic model of society we inhabit, against what we truly feel at our core. And the system works best, from the perspective of those with power, when it understand the paradoxical nature of humanity, and utilizes it for the perfection of tight-knit conformity within their model society.



Margaret Atwood wisely makes sure to show that it is mostly younger couples, being greatly persuaded by these commercials, promising economic security, and a chance to live the American Dream. Perceptively, Margaret Atwood seems to greatly understand the worst dilemma plaguing America and Canada at this time, and that is the sheer challenge that younger college graduates are having with finding meaningful full-time job opportunities post-college, and the most overt sign of an economy in decline is one where the younger demographic is having trouble with achieving economic stability. 



As the Consilience "Experiment" itself begins to unravel, in a series of successively surreal events—involving organ harvesting, Elvis and Marilyn look-alike sex robots, and the technological creation of Puck's juice from A Midsummer Night's Dream (that makes a waking person fall in love with the first thing she sees)—Stan comes to wonder whether, sometimes, even perfect stability and security is not worth the freedom to "break out of the electronic net, [throw] away all the passwords, [go] forth to range over the land, a gaunt wolf howling at midnight" (p. 151).

Freedom and surveillance 



“Wake up is more like it. That way there’s more freedom of selection. The clients wouldn’t likely want anyone desperate enough to sign up of their own accord” (254)
- kidnapping for brainwashing









Discuss Margaret Atwood’s use of sex and sexuality in The Heart Goes Last.

Stan and Charmaine are victims of a vast economic collapse, living in their car and scrambling for gas and food money. When a prosperous planned community offers an escape from post-apocalyptic misery, they don't question the details. That's just as well, since the details of Consilience don't follow any rational logic. The thriving city is built around Positron Prison, and residents like Stan and Charmaine are expected to alternate months as support staff and prisoners, with each group providing work and a rationale for the other. Consilience promises a meaningful life of luxury, in complete isolation from the outside world.

There's some Swiftian satire to the idea of prisoners and guards being fundamentally interchangeable, and a hint of societal critique in a prison system that exists solely to financially support its employees. And Consilience is a familiar kind of dystopia, a 1984-esque panopticon where a hidden leadership isolates its citizens, spies on them and manipulates them through cheery propaganda. But while Atwood draws on fears about surveillance states and prison-industrial complexes, both are just a soft-focus backdrop to Stan and Charmaine's outsized adventures in a world of brain reprogramming and Elvis sexbots.

The Heart Goes Last's deepest investment isn't in Consilience's hideous secrets. It isn't even in Stan and Charmaine's inner lives — both characters have interior monologues like repetitive tape loops. The book is mostly interested in their sexual obsessions, and the way they fetishize each other only once they're separated. 

The most significant of these characters are a seemingly typical married couple, Charmaine and Stan, who happen to live in their third-hand Honda in a barren Western landscape of the near future. Society’s crumbling economic and social orders have left once-content people, now with no resources or laws, to fend for themselves. As a result, to say the least, Stan and Charmaine’s marriage is constantly on edge. In a move to survive Charmaine convinces Stan to join the Positron Project—a dubious utopian experiment—but after joining they are each swept up in their animal instincts, sexually drawn to others, and unable to point fingers at villains or applaud for heroes. Charmaine, the former housewife, takes on a secret job as the Project’s hospital executioner, finding her comfort in the comfort she offers her victims. Stan initially seems like a hero, but by showing Stan’s ridiculous plans to have an affair, Atwood also reveals how the morally upright hero can bend his principles.

The brilliantly presented climax of the novel exemplifies Atwood’s skill at conveying the harrowing idea that when society deteriorates, the most ordinary people are driven to unimaginable lengths.


[bookmark: _GoBack]When Charmaine goes into the hospital room at this moment, she is informed by “the head” that her loyalty will be tested depending on whether or not she can carry out “the Procedure.” As the executioner, she is left confused. It isn’t until she slips on her gloves and steps over to the gurney that she realizes that her husband is the one who she is tasked to kill. Despite her love for Stan, from fear of punishment she slides the needle into his neck. In this scene, Atwood powerfully displays Charmaine’s feelings of helplessness, guilt, and desperation: “She strokes Stan’s head. ‘Shhh,’ she says to him. ‘It’s okay.’ She always strokes their heads, but this time it’s not any old head, it’s Stan’s head, with his bristly haircut.” Atwood’s sharp tone and wit are complemented by her ability to include vivid but simple details to ground the story. 

Living in their car, surviving on tips, Charmaine and Stan are in a desperate state. So, when they see an advertisement for Consilience, a ‘social experiment’ offering stable jobs and a home of their own, they sign up immediately. All they have to do in return for suburban paradise is give up their freedom every second month – swapping their home for a prison cell. At first, all is well. But then, unknown to each other, Stan and Charmaine develop passionate obsessions with their ‘Alternates,’ the couple that occupies their house when they are in prison. Soon the pressures of conformity, mistrust, guilt and sexual desire begin to take over.


Jocelyn wants Stan to help her by smuggling a flash drive with evidence against Consilience/Positron project to the press. Once the truth is known, the project will be dismantled. Stan will do anything to get he and Charmaine out of the city where they can start a new life together. Jocelyn promises that she will help him have his new life, if he will help her. Stan is smuggled out of Positron with the help of Veronica. He is able to get the flash drive to a member of the press that Jocelyn trusts and bring down Consilience/Positron. Jocelyn fulfills her promise and Charmaine is given the surgery so that she will become obsessed with Stan. She is willing to do the surgery to start a new life with Stan. On the first year after their remarriage, Jocelyn visits Stan and Charmaine and tells her that Charmaine did not actually receive the surgery. Her love and devotion to Stan has come from her desire to start a new life with him.
The Heart Goes Last is a dystopian novel. Stan and Charmaine are a couple who are duped into joining a new community purported to end unemployment and crime. The eastern half of the United States has been hit by financial catastrophe and many people are without homes and jobs. Gangs roam the streets and make it unsafe for people in the cities. Stan and Charmaine are drawn to the Consilience/Positron project for the safety and stability in their lives. In Consilience/Positron, they live one month in a house provided to them within the walled community and the next month in the prison of Positron. They are given jobs that fit their skill set. Stan and Charmaine enjoy the normalcy of the life at first. They had been living in their car and always on the move during the night to keep away from the gangs. Consilience/Positron is seen as serenity after such a life.

After several months, they begin to drift apart in their relationship. Charmaine takes up an affair with the man who lives in their home when she and Stan are in prison. They meet on switch days in different deserted homes. Charmaine becomes a different person with Max. She tells him that her name is Jasmine and as Jasmine she fulfills her sexual fantasies. Stan finds a note from Jasmine to Max and becomes obsessed with her. He believes Jasmine is the woman who lives in their home when he is taking his month in prison.

“Jasmine is lax about such household details, thinks Stank, because all she really cares about is sex.” (58)







The novel’s world is drenched in uncertainty

How sex affects societies both real and metaphorical

Here, she's less invested in the real-world inspirations for her society than in the ways paranoia and control affects the sexual obsessions of two ninnies

“I Had Sex with Furniture.” - At first glance, these three works seem unrelated. However, the three together effectively encompass the themes of Atwood’s novel: control, yearning, and detachment.

Atwood introduces a blue teddy bear fetish and prostitution robots

Charmaine is an airhead who continually cites the homilies of her Grandma Win: “Smile, and the world smiles with you. Cry, and you cry alone”, or “It’s darkest before the dawn.” An otherwise blandly upstanding bloke, Stan feels cheated of the wild sex his good-girl wife never furnishes, and becomes infatuated with the female “alternate” who shares their house but whom they are never to meet. When Charmaine has an illicit affair with the male alternate, their sex scenes have a dreary going-through-the-motions quality; let’s hope Charmaine is having a better time than we are.

Their marriage survives on hasty, uncomfortable backseat sex and Charmaine’s work as a bartender in a surviving pub that caters mostly to the clients of the two prostitutes who’ve set up shop there.

Positron, central though it is to the novel and bizarre as it may be as a model for a perfect society, is not the creepiest thing about the whole enterprise. That honor lies in a warehouse where Ed has been developing a line of customizable sexbots. Even worse, he has developed a medical brainwashing technique that creates love and lust in a person’s brain by imprinting onto the first pair of eyes it sees (rather like ducklings, except not in the motherhood kind of way). One notorious example is femme fatale Victoria (one of the prostitutes from Charmaine’s bar) who falls for a blue knitted teddy bear instead of the man who had purchased her. She is considered a botched attempt, an accident. This makes her the perfect vehicle, however, to help Jocelyn, Stan, Charmaine, and the rest of Consilience, since she is unable to be seduced by anyone and has every reason to be furious, since she was the first to undergo this medical procedure which has rendered her a freak to most of society.

“As an on-demand sexual experience, it’s said to be better than the bonk-a-chicken racket that used to go on at Positron, they add. No squawking, no scratchy claws. And better than a warm watermelon too, the latter being not all that responsive.” (103)
• Women are objectified • Women are associated with their gender and abilitity to procreate • Women are replicated into sex bots, as a result of consumerism

Women are dehumanized and are identified with sex

For a while, it works out. Charmaine enjoys her job, dispensing medication to prisoners, even when she discovers the nasty truth about the medicine, and as the reader learns the disturbing reason for the book’s title. Stan, too, likes his position — tending chickens — although he’d like it better if he weren’t forced to pimp them out to the resident poultry-sex fetishists.

There’s a lot of talk about a medical procedure that alters people’s brains so they’ll become sexually enslaved to the first person they see afterward, the way baby geese supposedly think that you’re their mother if you’re on hand when they hatch.

It’s difficult to read this kind of work — “speculative fiction,” a genre that Atwood herself has arguably done more than any contemporary writer to define — and not see metaphor and allegory in the shapes of its narrative landscape. In this case, the dual dream/nightmare of the town of Consilience offers a bifurcated symbol. There are the economic implications of a middle -class existence that can be sustained only by economic oppression. Instead of a wealthy lifestyle made possible by sweatshops and slave wages in distant lands, the Positron Project’s innovation is that now the exploited and those who benefit from the exploitation are the same people. The Positron metaphor also offers another, more intimate interpretation; the confining restraints of the whitepicket-fence fantasy, to which Charmaine is particularly attached, comes with the sexual constraints of monogamy. It is this restriction that Charmaine soon rebels against, indulging in an air-gasp of an affair that sucks both her and Stan into a game of lust in which they are mere pawns. Power and sex, sex and power: The desires for each become interchangeable, the lines blurred, each tainting the other. As the narrative builds and couples try to regain their freedom, the quest is sometimes thrilling, sometimes comic, often absurd and entirely engaging, spinning sins into the territory of Elvis-themed escorts, stuffedanimal carnality and customizable sexbots. The battle between monogamy and the reality of human desire, the intertwining of sex and dominance, of love and free will: These have been recurring themes over the span of Margaret Atwood’s prolific career.

Sex to take minds off things/as an excuse/scapegoat 



“Worse comes to worst, she’ll dangle the promise of sex. Sex in a luxurious king sized bed, with clean sheets – wouldn’t Stan like that? With no maniacs trying to break in through the window. (34)

“It’s not that they don’t have sex. They certainly have more of it than they had in the car; but its sex the Charmaine enacts, like yoga, with careful breath control. What he wants is sex that can’t be helped. He wants helplessness. No no no, yes yes yes! (55)

He wanted to have sex with a chicken (82)

“I’m lusting for a woman I’ve never seen” (82)


Their relationship becomes strange and a whole lot of sex ensues, none of which is really sexy. Their freedoms have been lost by joining this program and they have seemingly signed their own personalities away as well. They become different, much more superficial in their needs and wants. It’s almost as if having decisions made for them is appreciated, especially on Charmaine’s part.

Does sex actually directly equate to love anyway?

“Charmaine finds switchover days almost festive… Living two lives means there’s always something different to look forward to.”


 Just like possibilibots, life-like sex robots that are being made in the city. Because when the world goes to hell, yes, sex and booze is all we want.


Compared to their precarious lives in the outside world, it is an economic and social arrangement that works perfectly for Stan and Charmaine—until, one day, Stan finds a note from the "alternate" wife to her husband, a note that leads to instant sexual obsession. As Stan begins to bend—and then dangerously break—the iron rules of the Consilience/Positron to meet a woman with whom he has fallen in love without ever seeing, his web of deception—and self-deception—quickly tangles him up, and he has no option but to attempt the impossible—flee Consilience altogether.
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