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Abstract
Utopia, once the story of hope, now contends with anxiety and grief. This research explores
four forms of utopian fiction which reflect on how to inhabit a world living in the shadow of
catastrophe. Each imagines “reinhabiting” the earth to heal the rift between the human and
other-than-human world, and to rebuild community within the living systems that surround us.
The focus is on Western fiction works within the “terminus era”, defined here as a period
which began in 1945 with the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, the moment when destruction of
civilisation was first brought sharply into view as a scientific possibility. These stories are
shaped by unfolding environmental catastrophe, and an uncertain future.
These texts offer a commitment to living within limits, and to care of place. They suggest that
an awareness of the need for partnership with the other-than-human world is growing, and an
ethos of interconnection aligned to ecophilosophical thought offers a source of utopian hope
for the future.
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Introduction
utopias are non-fictional, even though they are also non-existent.
Utopias in fact come to us as barely audible messages
from a future that may never come into being
— Fredric Jameson 1

In 2009, when James Cameron’s film Avatar was released, there was a utopian moment marked,
not by hope, but by grief, as viewers emerged disconsolate and shared their feelings in
numerous online forums:
When I woke up this morning after watching Avatar for the first time yesterday, the world seemed
… gray. It was like my whole life, everything I’ve done and worked for, lost its meaning … I still
don’t really see any reason to keep ... doing things at all. I live in a dying world. 2

Many expressed a desire for the fictional world of Pandora, and grief that they lived in this one.
A forum called “Ways to cope with the depression of the dream of Pandora being intangible”
received over a thousand posts. 3 The world of Pandora is of course a dream, but Avatar
repeatedly asks us to “wake up”, specifically to the impact of heedless large-scale
industrialisation on forests:
You need to wake up … The wealth of this world isn’t in the ground, it’s all around us. 4

This tension between hope and grief is perhaps the same as that in dystopian fictions. Dismay
and dream are played out over and over, whenever the overwhelmingly well-armed forces of
oppression are defeated, at the last, by the heroic resistance of, for example, Katniss Everdeen
and her friends in Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games (2008). 5
Many of these stories are quite similar in structure: the difference in Avatar is that the utopian
life of the Na’vi people is visible from the beginning as a limpid, pre-modern sublime, so that
we could see what they had to lose through colonisation and mining: in short, their world.

1
2
3
4
5

Fredric Jameson, “The Politics of Utopia”, New Left Review, 2004, vol 25, Jan/Feb, p 54.
Quoted in Jo Piazza, “Audiences Experience ‘Avatar’ Blues”, CNN, 11 January 2010.
Ibid.
James Cameron, Avatar, Twentieth Century Fox, 2009, at 1 hr 29 mins.
Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games, Scholastic, New York, 2008.
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The argument
The subtitle of my thesis refers to “the age of terminus”. The possibility of technologies
capable of causing widespread destruction of life was brought into sharp focus by the
detonation of a nuclear bomb at Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. Fears about global annihilation
grew during the build-up of nuclear weapons during the Cold War. Subsequently, additional
terminal anxieties have arisen, in particular those related to environmental crisis: global
warming, species loss, diminishing sources of food and water, pollution. Tim Flannery warns us
that global warming might trigger a new global Ice Age:
there are unmistakable signs that the Anthropocene is turning ugly. So great are the changes
scientists are detecting in our atmosphere that time’s gates once again appear to be opening.
Will the Anthropocene be the shortest geological period on record? 6

On species loss, the Living Planet Report describes a sixth mass extinction,7 noting: “Lose
biodiversity and the natural world and the life support systems, as we know them today, will
collapse”. 8 Julian Cribb’s The Coming Famine describes “a looming planetary emergency” 9 and
the United Nations World Water Programme notes that “unless the balance between demand
and finite supplies is restored, the world will face an increasingly severe global water deficit”. 10
Pollution levels are rising in the atmosphere, and in the ocean the number of “dead zones” has
doubled in number every decade since the 1960s. 11 If people were once unaware of these
crises, at least some sense of environmental degradation has now become common knowledge.
Nor are all the terminal events environmental. The number of refugees is reaching record
numbers of over 65 million people worldwide, for many of whom there is no prospect of a
safe, stable environment. 12 Wealth inequality is again increasing after the reversals of the mid
twentieth-century and, if these trends continue, could “reach or surpass 19th century oligarchy
levels”. 13 In the West, we are witnessing a foreclosure on many of the social gains made in the
6
7
8
9
10
11

12
13

2

Tim Flannery, The Weather Makers: How Man Is Changing the Climate and What It Means for Life on Earth, Grove
Press, New York, 2006, p 68 (originally 2005).
WWF, Living Planet Report 2016: Risk and Resilience in a New Era, WWF International, Gland (Switzerland), 2016,
p 46.
Ibid, p 6.
Julian Cribb, The Coming Famine: The Global Food Crisis and What We Can Do to Avoid It, University of California
Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 2010, p 3.
United Nations World Water Assessment Programme, The United Nations World Water Development Report 2015:
Water for a Sustainable World, UNESCO, Paris, 2015, p 2.
Andrew H Altieri and Keryn B Gedan, “Climate Change and Dead Zones”, Global Change Biology, 2014, vol 21,
no 4; World Health Organisation, “Air Pollution Levels Rising in Many of the World’s Poorest Cities”, United
Nations web site, Geneva, 12 May 2016.
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2015, UNHCR, Geneva,
2016, p 2.
Thomas Piketty, “Is Increasing Inequality Inevitable?”, Sydney Opera House, 23 October 2016, at 37 mins 20
sec.
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mid-twentieth century: benefits for the poor reduced, services privatised, anti-union bills and
attacks on legal rights and protections. 14
“The age of terminus” in my usage refers to the period from Hiroshima to the present, and is
intended as a clear-eyed naming of our current environmental and social trajectory. The usage
is not meant to suggest inevitability, since it is always possible to hope for change: for example,
the decommissioning of nuclear weapons, the cessation of fossil fuel energy generation. My
usage additionally acknowledges that catastrophe is now part of the cultural Zeitgeist:
the idea of a future catastrophe has become a real force in the ordering of lives and worlds in
the present. Catastrophe has taken hold as both a backdrop to and condition for the intimate
terrain of our everyday lives … 15

This “terrain of catastrophe” is attested to by the plethora of post-apocalyptic and dystopian
novels published in recent decades. At their best, these illustrate Darko Suvin’s “pessimism of
the intellect uncompromisingly seeking lucidity”; 16 at other times, a terrain of environmental
disaster merely provides the backdrop for conventional action.
My research will, however, be concerned with utopia – in the sense of eutopia – rather than
with dystopia, searching for more hopeful indications of an alternative trajectory or counternarrative to the various forms of terminal unfolding. If, as the scientists tell us, our planet is at
risk, then efforts to inhabit it responsibly are a necessary aspect of any recovery, and will feature
in utopian counter-narratives. The term “reinhabitation” in the thesis title is expressive of utopia’s
desire for living otherwise, as a metaphoric use of Gary Snyder’s description of going back to
land and place and committing to the difficult task of working out how to live there. Snyder
includes paying serious attention to who lives there already, to systems and energies and how
they interconnect, to limits, to communication, to consideration of who came before and who
might come after.17 These concepts – interconnection, communication and limits – have been theorised
by ecophilosophers in recent decades, and will be canvassed in more detail in Chapter 1.
The central aim of this thesis is to explore and analyse the responses to the ecological and
social crises that are emerging from utopian fiction in the West. This has several aspects. In any
era, texts will both draw on inherited conventions of representation and expression, and
disclose new forms of subjectivity and relationship becoming available within the culture at that

14 Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, Verso / New Left
Books, London and New York, 2007, xii (originally 2005).
15 Christopher Dole et al., “Introduction”, in The Time of Catastrophe: Multidisciplinary Approaches to the Age of
Catastrophe, Routledge, London and New York, 2016, p 1 (originally 2015).
16 Darko Suvin, “Where Are We? How Did We Get Here? Is There Any Way Out? Or, News from the Novum”,
in Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology, Peter Lang/Ralahine, Bern, 2010, p
207 (originally 2000).
17 Gary Snyder, “Reinhabitation”, Earth First!, 23 September 1987, p 28 (originally 1976 as a lecture).
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time. 18 The shape and direction of these new or tendential shifts will be sought out. Insofar as
utopian texts reflect the more general culture, it is usually opposition culture, whether this is
interpreted as radical negativity or as a positive representation of alternative ways of living and
being in the world. 19 An additional objective will therefore be to consider utopia’s specific
deployment of oppositional thought. The contemporaneous emergence of ecophilosophy is of
particular relevance here. While the thesis will consider traditional utopian categories, such as
education, government, crime and gender relations, and other aspects of what might be
described as “content”, such as ideas, themes and motifs, it will also be concerned with how
utopia manifests in its expressive, responsive engagement with the everyday world. This level is
better described as “orientation”, in the sense of a way of perceiving the world or type of
consciousness, as suggested by Raymond Williams, rather than as Suvin’s “vector that conjoins
locus and horizon”. 20 Again, ecophilosophy is pertinent here. Formal narrative strategies will be
considered when they have bearing on these broad aims. The more general function of texts
within contemporary politics lies beyond the scope of the thesis. 21

The texts
Lyman Tower Sargent distinguishes three forms of utopianism: the literary utopia (inevitably
fictional, whether or not fictional in form), utopian social theory and communitarianism
(intentional communities). 22 Regardless of whether we agree with Suvin’s assertion that
“utopias are verbal artifacts before they are anything else, and that the source of this concept is
a literary genre and its parameters”, 23 this thesis is concerned with the textual utopia.
Accordingly “utopia” will be used in this sense throughout, while acknowledging here the
significance of those other “faces of utopianism”.
The utopias selected for analysis are “anti-terminus” both socially and ecologically, and were
published in Western countries after World War II. Science fiction and fantasy fiction are rich
sources of utopian fabulation, and many of the works chosen for analysis are recognised as

18 Raymond Williams, Culture, Fontana Press, London, 1981, pp 158ff.
19 See Chapter 1.
20 Raymond Williams, “Resources for a Journey of Hope”, in Tenses of Imagination: Raymond Williams on Science
Fiction, Utopia and Dystopia, ed Andrew Milner, Ralahine / Peter Lang, Bern, 2010 (originally 1983 in Towards
2000); Darko Suvin, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation: The Concept of Possible Worlds as a Key to Utopian
Studies”, in Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology, Ralahine / Peter Lang,
Bern, 2010, p 125 (originally 1989, published 1997).
21 Ruth Levitas suggests that analyses of utopia typically fall out as content, form or function: The Concept of
Utopia, 2nd edn, Peter Lang / Ralahine, Bern, 2010, pp 4-6 (originally 1990).
22 Lyman Tower Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, Utopian Studies, 1994, vol 5, no 1, pp 4, 12,
22.
23 Darko Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal,
and a Plea”, in Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology, Ralahine/Peter Lang,
Bern, 2010, p 19 (originally 1973).
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classics of their genres. Since utopian imaginings are by no means limited to genre fiction,
additional examples have also been selected from more conventionally “literary” fiction. Some
of the novels are post-apocalyptic, resonating with subtitle of the thesis. With relation to the
chapter groupings, a re-orientation to the past (arcadia and primal utopia) is one expression of
ecological anxiety; the retreat novel, with an orientation to everyday life, is another. The
communalist utopia provides the hopeful, forward-looking societal gaze, in direct continuity
with a programmatic utopian tradition. All of the primary texts discussed are unproblematically
fictional. Most are novels, with one key film, Avatar, and two short story collections, Robinson’s
The Martians (1999) and Le Guin’s Tales from Earthsea (2001). In several cases, the analysis looks
not at the entire work, but at a utopia as it appears in a particular section or sections.
Arcadia, the idealised pastoral, is an example of what Sargent describes as “body utopias or
utopias of sensual gratification”, associated with the paradise, the golden past, myth and other
environs which need no human effort to create. 24 He notes that: “The body utopia has been
almost constant in its imagery from 1750 BC to the present”. 25 Chapter 2 discusses the arcadia
as it persists, but also as it changes, in the works of four authors. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings
(1954-1955) and Le Guin’s Earthsea novels (1968-2001) are preeminent fantasy cycles. Clifford
D Simak was a pioneer of the science fiction pastoral, and his Way Station (1963) is particularly
rich in arcadian imagery. Ian Pears’s Arcadia (2015) is included as a recent post-apocalyptic
novel which comments ironically on its arcadian subject matter. All of these except Way Station
depict mediaevalist worlds. As Fredric Jameson observes, in commentary on William Morris’s
News from Nowhere, the mediaevalist fantasy tends towards the pastoral. 26 There are sufficient
pastoral markers within these and other mediaevalist works to identify an arcadian sub-genre
within fantasy fiction, and perhaps also in science fiction. The principal oppositional stance of
the mediaevalist fantasy is directed against industrial technology, perhaps best summarised by
the description of the hobbits in The Lord of the Rings who “did not understand or like machines
more complicated than a forge-bellows, a water-mill, or a hand-loom”. 27
“Primitivism” is used in Chapter 3 to describe the Western imaginative projection of life in preagrarian societies, analogously to the “Orientalism” identified by Edward Said. 28 “Primal
utopias” have recourse to primitivism to imagine a re-natured human; these are also “body
utopias” in Sargent’s framework. Among the primal utopias, George R Stewart’s Earth Abides
(1949) is perhaps the classic post-apocalyptic primitivist science fiction novel. Ursula Le Guin’s
The Word for World is Forest (1972) is both a source for James Cameron’s blockbuster Avatar

24
25
26
27
28

Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, pp 4, 10.
Ibid, p 28.
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 58.
J R R Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, Unwin Books, London, 1974, vol 1, p 13 (originally 1954-1955).
Edward W Said, Orientalism, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1978.
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(2009) and a powerful commentary on terminal modernity in its own right. Jean Hegland’s Into
the Forest (1998) is a post-apocalyptic literary text expressive of contemporary anxieties about
social collapse. All four explore the fictional possibilities offered by either other planets or the
future, and can be considered as falling within a primal utopian sub-genre of science fiction.
Their principal oppositional impetus is directed at coercive forms of organisation, so that
modernity and its systems are rejected in favour of a reimagined freedom.
The other pole of Sargent’s duality is the “utopia of human contrivance”, or city utopia. In
Chapter 4 I will analyse a selection of communalist novels, which depict societies reorganised
as a network of local communities. Although these novels depict utopias of human
contrivance, their commentary on modernity is antagonistic to central governance and, by and
large, to the city itself. Most are typically grouped together by critics as examples or nearexamples of Tom Moylan’s “critical utopia”. 29 The earliest is Aldous Huxley’s Island (1962),
followed by Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia (1974), Ernest Callenbach’s
Ecotopia (1975), Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) and a number of works by Kim
Stanley Robinson (1990-1999). These novels are identifiably utopian, working with (and
sometimes against) the traditions of the genre.
The selection of texts for Chapter 5, themed around utopias of everyday life, was perhaps the
most difficult. The works chosen were both highly successful within their genre and expressive
of the possibilities of the small-scale haven. Toni Morrison and Peter Carey are internationally
regarded authors, and their novels Paradise (1997) and Bliss (1981) depict sites of retreat from
oppressive, coercive forms of modernity. Sue Monk Kidd’s The Secret Life of Bees (2001) has
been hugely popular with the book club movement, 30 and offers an interesting and quite
possibly problematic projection of community on to both the “pastness” of American smalltown life and the “otherness” of Black women. Nicole Griffith’s Ammonite (1992) is an awardwinning science fiction novel within a tradition of women-only parthenogenetically
reproducing societies. These everyday life novels and interludes oppose the commodification
and coercion of consciousness itself, thus manifesting utopia as “mode” rather than as a subgenre, where mode here is used in the sense described by Jameson:
For when we speak of a mode, what can we mean but that this particular type of literary
discourse is not bound to the conventions of a given age, nor indissolubly linked to a given
type of verbal artifact, but rather persists as a temptation and a mode of expression across a

29 All are discussed in this light within Tom Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination,
ed Raffaella Baccolini, 2nd edn, Ralahine/Peter Lang, Bern, 2014 (originally 1986).
30 For example as rated by the Oprah Book Club: Dawn Raffel, “The Most Addictive Books of the Last 25
Years”, Oprah.com, undated.
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whole range of historical periods, seeming to offer itself, if only intermittently, as a formal
possibility which can be revived and renewed? 31

These chapters are not intended as a full account of utopia’s possibilities in the period studied.
Had time and space permitted, the post-human utopia, for example, could have been
productively explored for its themes, motifs and orientations, for example, human society
reengineered through technology (Iain M Banks’s Culture), genetic alterations (Margaret
Atwood’s Crakers), or “wise alien” interventions (Le Guin’s Hainish).

The methodology
Chapter 1 discusses the key debates in utopian studies and ecophilosophy that frame the
subsequent chapters. Chapters 2 to 5 approach the analysis of each group of texts as a twostaged process. Part I of each chapter consists of a brief survey of texts, and in some cases
ideas, from previous periods of Western literature. This is a necessarily limited selection of
work, which does not purport to provide a history; there is no intention to explore questions of
how the earlier works, at the time of their publication, were situated in relation to other texts,
forms of representation, thematic expectations, ideologies or institutions. Rather, these first
sections form the basis of an attempt to identify ideas and orientations transmitted from within
the Western utopian tradition, in order to begin historicising the terminus era texts of Part II.
In each chapter, Part II interrogates the contemporary texts, using a kind of subtractive optics
to make a preliminary identification of the colours or changes of hue we might consider to be
historically emergent. Jameson describes two forms of textual historicising, that which is
focused on “the historicity of its forms and of its content, the historical moment of emergence
of its linguistic possibilities, the situation-specific function of its aesthetic” and that which
considers “the interpretative categories or codes through which we read and receive the text in
question”. 32 This thesis is of the first type, in that it attempts to identify the emergent
possibilities of utopia in our era by examining them against a background of features received
as cultural inheritance. With regard to the received tradition, it is important to consider
influential idealisations regardless of form, and accordingly, in Part I of each chapter, in
addition to fictions such as that of Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890), relevant works published
in other forms, for example the philosophical dialog (Plato), the essay (Jean-Jacques Rousseau)
or political theory (Karl Marx), have been canvassed where their representations have exercised
a significant influence on the utopian sub-genre under discussion.
This is not to say that the antecedent texts chosen for discussion were necessarily known to the
writers of the contemporary texts. Rather, the premise is that certain idealisations, such as the

31 Fredric Jameson, “Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre”, New Literary History, 1975, vol 7, no 1, p 142.
32 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious, Routledge, London, 2002, p ix (originally 1981).
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egalitarian community, and particular figures, such as the shepherd, have been culturally
available to be replicated, reimagined and/or repurposed in successive eras. Still, one must also
acknowledge the ruptures and discontinuities of history. 33 Reappearance might in some cases
be re-creation ex nihilo when facing similar social problems. J C Davis suggests similar
underlying assumptions can independently produce similar structures of thought.34 Michel
Foucault warns, “in our time, history is that which transforms documents into monuments … it
now deploys a mass of elements that have to be grouped, made relevant, placed in relation to
one another to form totalities”. 35 This study acknowledges that its search for continuities is
exploratory, and its conclusions preliminary.
Each chapter considers both the human/social aspects of each utopia, and their interactions
with the other-than-human world. The separation of these discussions is perhaps problematic,
as is a human/other-than-human divide, but appears necessary for structural coherence.
Additionally, themes will be explored within each chapter which emerge from the particular
analysis of the narrative group in question.

Hope or grief?
A utopia which occupies a broad, society-wide and future-focused canvas might be considered
intrinsically hopeful, a postapocalyptic novel intrinsically elegiac. However, a number of the
primal and arcadian utopias which will be discussed are both, mingling hope and grief, much as
in Avatar. Other utopian works are not future-oriented. These might reference a pre-modern
past, or withdraw into present-day enclaves of retreat, with their canvas perhaps reduced to a
single dwelling. Yet, if we turn from these and look to the communalist utopias for societalscaled utopian hope, we soon encounter certain caveats: Moylan’s perception that their horizon
has been swept away by what we now call “neoliberalism”; 36 or Suvin’s observation that they
were always “fallible eutopias” under threat from both within and without:
this new Possible World is revealed as beset by dangers – centering on inner contradictions,
but often including also outer, hegemonic counter-revolutionary violence – that threaten to
reinstate class stratification, violence, and injustice … 37

Where, then, might we look within the utopian imaginings of our times to find a utopian
horizon? It is perhaps necessary to re-appraise the role of the everyday and of sensory
33 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, trans A M S Smith, Pantheon Books,
New York, 1972, p 4 (originally 1969).
34 J C Davis, Utopia and the Ideal Society: A Study of English Utopian Writing 1516-1700, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1981, p 6.
35 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, p 7.
36 Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia, Westview / Perseus, Boulder and
Oxford, 2000, pp 103ff.
37 Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, p 394.
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engagement with the lifeworld. One of the key findings of the thesis is that utopian citizens
now have a renewed focus on creating ideal relations in daily life, including an expressive and
sensory focus on body, dwelling and community, and interrelations with the other-than-human.
This occurs at a time when daily life has been colonised by new forms of commodification, in
the information age most recently through the new monopoly capitalisms of FaceBook and
Google. In the more thoughtful examples, a communicative, sensory engagement with the
lifeworld provides a utopian orientation that sees its community, however small, offer its
“forward dreaming” 38 as responsive forms of dwelling-together and (re)inhabitation of the
biosphere.

38 Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope, The MIT Press, Cambridge (MA), 1986, vol 1 p 116 (originally 1952-1959 in
German).
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I
Utopia
The term “utopia” was first coined in Thomas More’s 1516 work Utopia, famously punning on
the Greek outopia (no-place) and eutopia (good place). 1 Some critics, for example Jameson, hold
that More’s was the inaugural utopian text. 2 Moylan similarly locates the origin of the “western
tradition of the literary utopia” in More, referencing earlier works such as Plato’s Republic as
merely “ancient roots”. 3 The emergence of More’s work at the very beginning of early
industrial capitalism makes this a productive reading. 4 Others, for example E L Chertkova, take
Plato’s Republic and its detailed account of a society transformed as the formal starting point of
Western utopian literature:
I shall have to start not with Thomas More, the author of the term … but with his remote
precursor, Plato, who, possibly, did more to establish utopia than all his successors. … Plato’s
doctrine of the state asserts a definite ideal social system, which appears as the goal of the
transformation of existing society and as the basis for its criticism. 5

More himself acknowledges Plato, through both direct references and borrowings within
Utopia. Yet others have embraced a sense of utopia as any depiction of an “ideal world” or
“better world”, finding examples in a variety of ancient works. Sargent, for example, holds that
utopianism arises from “human propensity to dream”, tracing the “basic stratum” of utopian

1
2
3
4
5

Thomas More, “Utopia”, in Three Early Modern Utopias: Utopia, New Atlantis, The Isle of Pines, ed Susan Bruce,
trans Ralph Robinson 1556, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999 (originally 1516 in Latin).
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp 1, 3.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 1.
Ibid, pp 1-2.
E L Chertkova, “The Metamorphoses of Utopian Consciousness: From Utopia to Utopianism”, Russian Studies
in Philosophy, 2007, vol 46, no 2, p 8.
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literature to Hesiod and myths of golden ages, as well as to Eden and various paradises. 6
“There were social dreams before any word was invented to describe them”, he concludes. 7
Sargent’s view will be followed here, given that some formal strategies and visions, both of
better social formations and of relations with the other-than-human world, reach us by
different lines of descent than from either More or Plato; the arcadia is an example.
Some further basic terms should be noted. “Dystopia” of course describes “the dark side of
Utopia … accounts of places worse than the ones we live in”. 8 Sargent suggests that the
Christian hell is “the archetypal dystopia”. 9 Raffaella Baccolini and Tom Moylan place
dystopia’s emergence early in the twentieth century, with roots in H G Wells’s futurism. 10 In
Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) monopoly capitalism reaches an extreme form, with one
company virtually controlling the globe and poor people literally owned by the company. 11
Wells is thus commenting on certain systemic trends, which is where Moylan locates dystopia’s
oppositional energy: “Dystopia’s foremost truth lies in its ability to reflect upon the causes of
social and ecological evil as systemic”. 12 Krishan Kumar, however, frames dystopia as the
“response and riposte to utopia”, finding it “emerged in the wake of utopia and has followed it
ever since”. 13 He finds early examples in Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) and Voltaire’s
Candide (1759), 14 but agrees that the form comes into its own in the twentieth century as
modernity takes hold on a wide scale. 15 On terminology, other writers instead follow Sargent in
distinguishing “anti-utopian” works from dystopias, where anti-utopias are “those works that
use the utopian form to attack either utopias in general or a specific utopia”. 16 Gregory Claeys
makes a case for several dystopian turns, or periods. He discusses a dialectical exchange
between anti-utopia, dystopia and utopia as emerging in the first of these, which occurs after
the French Revolution, and names T R Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) as
“the most famous anti-utopia of the nineteenth century”. 17 Jameson would likely agree with the

6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
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Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, pp 4, 10.
Ibid, p 10.
Raffaella Baccolini and Tom Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, in Dark Horizons: Science Fiction
and the Dystopian Imagination, Routledge, London and New York, 2003, p 1.
Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, p 13.
Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, p 1.
H G Wells, When the Sleeper Wakes, Modern Library / Random House, New York and Toronto, 2003 (originally
1899).
Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia, p xii.
Krishan Kumar, “Utopia’s Shadow”, in Dystopia(n) Matters: On the Page, on Screen, on Stage, ed Fátima Vieira,
Cambridge Scholars, Newcastle upon Tyne, 2013, p 19.
Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 2005 (originally 1726).
Kumar, “Utopia’s Shadow”, p 19.
Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, p 8.
Gregory Claeys, “The Origins of Dystopia: Wells, Huxley and Orwell”, in The Cambridge Companion to Utopian
Literature, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge and New York, 2010, pp 109-110.
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inclusion of Malthus, describing anti-utopias as those works “informed by a central passion to
denounce and to warn against Utopian programs in the political realm”, with George Orwell’s
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) his main example. 18 Andrew Milner defends Orwell, on the grounds
that, as a socialist, he was not attacking utopian political programs but rather certain perverse
tendencies found within both Stalinism and fascism. 19 We might find a better example of a
recent anti-utopia in Jameson’s sense in the work of Friedrich von Hayek, a founder of what is
now known as neoliberalism, who denounced collective planning by claiming that it inevitably
leads to totalitarianism. 20 His own belief in “the impersonal forces of the market” denies any
possibility of a constructed or negotiated future outside that of the market. 21 As his “utopian”
vision, he offers merely a “guiding conception” to support such overall decisions as would tend
to uphold the “spontaneous order” of the market. 22 Karl Mannheim refers to this type of
apparently utopian claim as actually a “counter-utopia”, arising from the dominant order’s
attempt to defend itself from authentically utopian ideas:
Only the counter-attack of opposing classes and their tendency to break through the limits of
the existing order causes the conservative mentality to question the basis of its own
dominance, and necessarily brings about among the conservatives historical-philosophical
reflections concerning themselves. Thus, there arises a counter-utopia which serves as a means
of self-orientation and defence. … Goaded on by opposing theories, conservative mentality
discovers its idea only ex post facto. 23

“Counter-utopia” is a useful variant, since it allows that there are positively expressed versions
of the usually negative antagonisms of anti-utopia. It is the only term discussed above which is
not included in a utopian typology developed by Sargent. Central to Sargent’s work is his
suggestion that “utopia” should refer not merely to the “good no-place”, which we might
better call “eutopia”, but to an overall category. Utopia is thus inclusive of “eutopia”,
“dystopia”, “anti-utopia” and “utopian satire”.24 This allows for consideration of a wide range
of texts within a common typology, and his usage of “eutopia” and “utopia” is well-founded
both in logic and in More’s own usage. 25 However, at points in my argument where both

18 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp 198-199; George Orwell,
Nineteen Eighty-Four, Secker and Warburg, London, 1949.
19 Andrew Milner, Locating Science Fiction, Liverpool University Press, Liverpool, 2012, pp 116-118.
20 Friedrich A Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, ed Bruce Caldwell, University of Chicago Press / Routledge, Chicago
and London, 2007, p 162 (originally 1944).
21 Ibid, p 212.
22 Friedrich A Hayek, Law Legislation and Liberty: Volume 1 Rules and Order, University of Chicago Press /
Routledge & Kegan Paul, Chicago and London, 1983, pp 62-65 (originally 1973).
23 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, trans Louis Wirth and Edward
Shils, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1936, p 207 (originally in German, as several essays 1929-1936).
24 Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, pp 11-12. Also suggested in his earlier articles eg
“Themes in Utopian Fiction in English Before Wells”, Science Fiction Studies, 1976, vol 3, no 3, p 275.
25 Milner, Locating Science Fiction, p 90.
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eutopia and dystopia were discussed, it became difficult to systematically maintain the
distinction. On balance, the common dictionary spelling of “utopia” as good place has
therefore been preferred.
Two further terms are useful, “utopian horizon” and “utopian locus”. Darko Suvin suggests
that a utopian locus describes “the place of the agent who is moving”, and a utopian horizon
that towards which they are moving. 26 The utopian horizon need not be a fixed telos: “A
horizon is the furthest reach of that agent’s visual and cognitive imagination at a given
moment; yet it is characteristic of horizon that it moves with the location of the moving
agent”. 27 Suvin also proposes a “utopian orientation”, which is a vector of desire and cognition
which “conjoins locus and horizon”. 28

Utopian impulse and utopian program
Fredric Jameson writes that the two main strands under which utopia can be organised are the
“Utopian impulse finding its way to the surface in a variety of covert expressions and
practices”, as theorised by Ernst Bloch, and the “realization of the Utopian program”, framed
as a genre inherited from More. 29 Ruth Levitas finds two equivalent categories: utopia as a
variety of expressions of desire, likewise with Bloch, and utopia as sociological imagination and
critique, so styled by H G Wells, which she terms the “imaginary reconstitution of society”. 30
The second of these possibilities, the utopia as reimagined society or as realised program, is
necessarily energised by the first, utopian desire. The converse is not necessarily the case; desire
might be limited or fleeting, with no broader vision.
In Bloch, the utopian is very broadly conceived. His The Principle of Hope traces how artistic
works, myths and daydreams can be the bearers of future-oriented, latently utopian images and
functions. Even mere fantasy or wishful thinking can be the bearer of hope that is potentially
revolutionary:
the most private and ignorant wishful thinking is to be preferred to any mindless goosestepping; for wishful thinking is capable of revolutionary awareness, and can enter the chariot
of history without necessarily abandoning in the process the good content of dreams … 31

26 Suvin, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation: The Concept of Possible Worlds as a Key to Utopian Studies”, p
125.
27 Ibid, p 125, citing Giordano Bruno.
28 Ibid, p 125.
29 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 3.
30 Ruth Levitas, Utopia as Method: The Imaginary Reconstitution of Society, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2013, p 65.
31 Ernst Bloch, On Karl Marx, trans John Maxwell, Azimuth / Herder and Herder, New York, 1971, p 31
(originally within Das Prinzip Hoffnung, 1959).
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He identifies this hopeful “forward dreaming” as the “Not-Yet-Conscious”, the inverse of
Freud’s past-oriented unconscious. The not-yet-conscious is anticipatory, “preconscious of
what is to come, the psychological birthplace of the new”. 32 Its anticipation is oriented to that
which is “only just objectively emerging in the world”: to the novum or entirely new, that which
has “Not-Yet-Become”. 33
Bloch identifies two types of hopeful forward-dreaming. One is dreaming which has no
possibility of proceeding in the world, mere subjective yearning, confined to a “hope that
hopes”. 34 More usefully, there is forward-dreaming towards “that which is objectively
possible”, “hope that is hoped for”, which is creative and alive. 35 Objective dreaming refuses to
accept demands for a “realism” that would deny its possibility, but it is sensible of the given
(such as science) and is imaginatively engaged in “the processes of amending, augmenting, and
illuminating the world from the basis of the world”. 36
Within the Bloch’s “hope that is hoped for” there are multiple possible stages. The
preconscious tendencies might not even be recognised until a later era. 37 Or they might begin
to “dawn up”, with the metaphor of a reddening dawn describing a not-yet-conscious filled
with “creative anticipation”. 38 A little further developed is “concrete anticipation”, a stage in
“making conscious the Not-Yet-Conscious”. 39 Once the novum is recognised, it then becomes
“comprehended hope”, the blue sky. 40 “Concrete utopia” arrives when hope is aligned to
tendencies occurring in history, 41 at which point hope is shaped in historically mediated ways. 42
The term “concrete utopia” (contra “abstract utopia”) refers to actions and processes, not an
endpoint, since its location is in the “still unfinished world”. 43 Bloch’s is a utopia of praxis,
then, rather than schema or program. However, he has a utopian horizon, 44 as his ideal praxis
is the Marxist dialectic specifically directed to “the production of a classless society: the
elimination of human alienation and reification”. 45

32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45

Bloch, The Principle of Hope, vol 1 p 116.
Ibid, vol 1 pp 11, 116.
Translated in Bloch, On Karl Marx, p 39 as “hoping hope”.
Ibid, pp 31, 39. Translated as “the hope that is hoped”.
Ibid, pp 29, 31.
Bloch, The Principle of Hope, vol 1 p 127.
Ibid, vol 1 p 202.
Ibid, vol 1 p 127.
Ibid, vol 1 pp 7, 127.
Bloch, On Karl Marx, p 33.
Bloch, The Principle of Hope, vol 1 p 18.
Bloch, On Karl Marx, p 136.
Ibid, p 44.
Ibid, p 125.
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Bloch develops a thorough defence of the utopian impulse, to the extent that even a
compensatory daydream can possess latent revolutionary energy: “virtually all human beings are
futuristic; they transcend their past life”. 46 As a result, Moylan is able to read utopian impulse
as potentially radical:
Bloch’s work allows us to consider the process of radical opposition in terms of radical
difference. The utopian impulse is at the center of the process of radical rupture that is
necessary for the constant striving of humanity for a world free of oppression and full of
satisfaction. … To be sure, the “concrete utopia” is the most privileged bearer of future
possibility. 47

Jameson is less convinced, noting the risk that utopian impulse will serve as “the mere lure and
bait for ideology (hope being after all also the principle of the cruelest confidence games and of
hucksterism as a fine art)”. 48 Utopian impulse might also lead in directions that are narcissistic,
or racist, or otherwise dysfunctional. 49 He therefore finds Bloch overly optimistic in believing
that such impulses can be transmuted into revolutionary energy:
Bloch’s hermeneutic is not designed to excuse these deformed Utopian impulses, but rather
entertains a political wager that their energies can be appropriated by the process of
unmasking, and released by consciousness in a manner analogous to the Freudian cure (or the
Lacanian restructuring of desire). This may well be a dangerous and misguided hope … 50

At best, the utopian impulse is for Jameson allegorical of social transformation. For example, a
building might stand in for the social totality, allegorical addressing utopia’s desires to
transform “the body, time and collectivity”.51 Ultimately, he turns to “conscious Utopian
construction” with something like relief. 52
Yet utopia as program has also attracted adverse commentary, mainly with respect to aspects of
systemisation. One long-standing criticism has focused on requirements for irksome
conformity, for example to rigorously controlled regimens where daily life seems at best to lack
appeal, at worst to be downright oppressive. As the narrator of Wells’s A Modern Utopia
remarks:
That which is the blood and warmth and reality of life is largely absent; there are no
individualities, but only generalised people … I doubt if anyone has ever been warmed to

46
47
48
49
50
51
52

Ibid, p 31.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 20.
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 3.
Ibid, p 8.
Ibid, pp 8-9.
Ibid, p 6.
Ibid, p 9.
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desire himself a citizen in the Republic of Plato; I doubt if anyone could stand a month of the
relentless publication of virtue planned by More. 53

If More’s utopian guide Raphael Hythloday were consulted, he might well rebut this with an
observation that the six hours work and several of leisure each day in Utopia would actually
enrich daily life for the many in the sixteenth century who experienced it as unrelenting toil:
the syphogrants … oversee and ensure that no one sits around idle but that everyone works
diligently at their craft; at the same time, no one has to be worn out like a beast of burden,
toiling from dawn to nightfall. 54

In the nineteenth century, “utopian socialism” was criticised by Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels for the related quality of abstract, over-elaborate planning. Engels described what he
saw as schemes dreamed up by individual members of the bourgeoisie who had become social
reformers. Some of their writing and thinking had its historical moment, Engels argued,
notably that of Charles Fourier, Henri de Saint-Simon and Robert Owen. However, their
utopias should be put aside as early attempts to understand the conditions for socialism before
these had become clear. 55 The attempt to paint a social system based on individual reason was
thus doomed to produce “phantasies”:
These new social systems were foredoomed as Utopian; the more completely they were
worked out in detail, the more they could not avoid drifting off into pure phantasies. 56

Engels contrasted these with “scientific” socialism – which we might now view as itself a form
of utopian program, but which he saw as a social-scientific theorisation of how the classless
society would succeed capitalism. He and Marx posited that this would occur as the result of
changes to the system of production, which would work themselves out dialectically in changed
class relations. 57 The nature of life under socialism, however, was to be decided by the
proletariat themselves once they had seized the state and socialised production. 58 This
sidestepped the need for a detailed, in Engels’s terms “utopian”, account of the future.
A counter-argument is suggested in Morris’s political writings. In “How I Became a Socialist”,
he argues that there is a political necessity for art to depict a vision of a full and ideal life.
Utopian imagination is needed to bring out the possibility of a better future:

53 H G Wells, A Modern Utopia, ed Krishan Kumar, Everyman / J M Dent, London, 1994, pp 7-8 (originally
1905).
54 Thomas More, Utopia, ed Dominic Baker-Smith, trans Dominic Baker-Smith, Penguin, London, 2012, p 64
(originally 1516 in Latin).
55 Frederick Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, Pathfinder Press, New York, 1972, pp 32-33 (originally written
1877, English edition 1892).
56 Ibid, p 32.
57 Ibid, pp 43, 46-47, 60.
58 Ibid, p 63.
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Yet it must be remembered that civilization has reduced the workman to such a skinny and
pitiful existence, that he scarcely knows how to frame a desire for any life much better than
that which he now endures perforce. It is the province of art to set the true ideal of a full and
reasonable life before him, a life to which the perception and creation of beauty, the enjoyment
of real pleasure that is, shall be felt to be as necessary to man as his daily bread, and that no
man, and no set of men, can be deprived of this except by mere opposition, which should be
resisted to the utmost. 59

His News from Nowhere can be read in this light. Morris himself also expressed horror at another
tendency of utopian systemisation: authoritarianism. Of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward
2000–1887 (1888), 60 he is reputed to have said: “If they brigaded me into a regiment of workers,
I’d just lie on my back and kick”. 61 In fairness to Bellamy, we should note that although his
“industrial army” did indeed mandate three years of compulsory basic labour for all, it also
offered choice of education and career prior to and beyond that. 62
From the mid twentieth century on, utopia has been routinely associated with violent
totalitarian “experiments”, such as Stalinism and Nazism. Karl Popper (1947) defined utopia as
a form of rationalism directed towards achieving some ultimate end. 63 He lays out his argument
thus: utopia describes an ideal future and insists we must all move toward it; not all people will
agree with the model put forward; therefore utopia will need to violently crush all opposition
and impose itself on people generally. 64 “Do not aim at establishing happiness by political
means. Rather aim at the [reformist] elimination of concrete miseries. … The attainment of
happiness should be left to our private endeavours”, he warns. 65 In such anti-utopian
denunciations, only capitalism is held to offer a viable alternative. This perspective denies all
other possibilities for a negotiated and responsive social order, and also denies that certain
forms of violence might be inherent to capitalism itself. Responding to both the identification
of utopia with Stalinism, and to the Marxist tradition of denouncing utopia, Jameson has
suggested, “for those only too wary of the motives of its critics, yet no less conscious of
Utopia’s structural ambiguities, those mindful of the very real political function of the idea and

59 William Morris, “How I Became a Socialist”, in Political Writings of William Morris, ed A L Morton, 2nd edn,
Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1984, pp 245-246 (originally 1894).
60 Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000–1887, Vangard Press, New York, 1926 (originally 1888).
61 A L Morton, “Introduction to the Anniversary Edition”, in Political Writings of William Morris, 2nd edn,
Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1984, p 9.
62 Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000–1887, pp 69-71.
63 Karl Popper, “Utopia and Violence”, in Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge, Routledge,
London and New York, 2002, pp 481-482 (originally 1947 (as an address), 1948).
64 Ibid, pp 482-484.
65 Ibid, p 485.
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program of Utopia in our time, the slogan of anti-anti-Utopianism might well offer the best
working strategy”.66
Misgivings about systemic utopias might also be expressed as abhorrence of stasis and closure.
Insofar as utopia claims to have arrived at an ideal arrangement, then no further advance is
possible and no further history will unfold. “The Utopian State is essentially static and does not
allow its citizens to fight or even to dream of a better utopia”, Marie Berneri writes. 67 Here she
differentiates between static, state-based authoritarian utopia, with its “dead structure” based
on a “ready-made plan”, and the utopia of “a federation of free communities”, based on ideals:
When the utopia points to an ideal life without becoming a plan, that is, a lifeless machine
applied to living matter, it truly becomes the realisation of progress. 68

Her perspective on state versus federation is a particular anarchist one. But her point on stasis
is very often made by others, to the point where it has become well-nigh obligatory to
condemn “utopia as blueprint”. This can take two forms, however. A literal reading of utopian
figuration, as in Berneri, accepts or rejects the claims of utopia at face value. A dialogic reading,
as in Darko Suvin, might resist interpreting even “model-state” utopias as so many blueprints.
Utopia is in conversation with the reader, as well as (often) with the visitor from the narrative’s
framing world:
Though formally closed, significant utopia is thematically open: its pointing reflects back upon
the reader’s “topia.” … Literary utopia … is a heuristic device for perfectibility, an
epistemological and not an ontological entity. 69
It is the tension between the finite, often closed texts and the multivalent (im)possibilities
facing the reader that creates the fictional utopia’s basic openness. 70

Berneri’s reading of utopia as representation might be incomplete but should not be seen as
naïve. While it is true that it would be difficult to read, say, Sally Miller Gearhart’s The
Wanderground (1979) with its telepathic technologies as pure representation, it would be equally
difficult to read Marge Piercy’s Dance the Eagle to Sleep (1970) as empty of literal representation.71
However, Suvin’s analysis does take us on to utopia’s role in “educating desire”.

Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp xi-xvi.
Marie Louise Berneri, Journey Through Utopia, Schocken Books, New York, 1971, p 7 (originally 1950).
Ibid, p 8.
Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, pp 32-33.
70 Suvin, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation: The Concept of Possible Worlds as a Key to Utopian Studies”, p
127.
71 Sally Miller Gearhart, The Wanderground: Stories of the Hill Women, The Women’s Press, London, 1985 (originally
1979); Marge Piercy, Dance the Eagle to Sleep, W H Allen, London, 1971 (originally 1970).
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Utopia as the education of desire
Several critics refer to Miguel Abensour’s suggestion that Morris’s News from Nowhere develops a
new utopian function: that of liberating and educating desire. 72 Here, the sort-after end is desire
itself, rather than a particular social structure:
The education of desire is the “organizing function” of Morrissian utopia. This formula may
cause some confusion: the point is not for utopia (unlike the tradition that calls for the “moral
education of humanity”) to assign “true” or “just” goals to desire but rather to educate desire,
to stimulate it, to awaken it—not to assign it a goal but to open a path for it … Desire must be
taught to desire, to desire better, to desire more, and above all to desire otherwise … 73

Morris, Abensour suggests, responds to the nineteenth century socialist critiques of utopia by
inventing a new romantic utopianism, which is at the same time a revised utopian socialism.
Abensour holds that News from Nowhere is open, depicts “no ideal or plan for the moral
education of humanity” and offers “no imaginary description of a new mode of social
repression of impulse”. 74 The formal innovation of News is that it stages the “utopian
marvellous” within a socialist utopia: festivity, play, sensuous fullness, the fusion of daily life
and art, a refusal of the producer/consumer division and “exploration over and against all
solutions”. 75 Morris’s time of rest and especially the journey along the river serve to liberate
desire from the “predatory model, such as it may be glimpsed in the bourgeois concept of
nature” and take his utopia beyond a functional fulfilment of needs and towards “a new beingin-the-world, and a new living-together”: 76
Morris’s experimental utopia specifically has as its goal the exploration of what is situated
beyond the reign of necessity, what stands beyond the dialectical grasp … 77

E P Thompson was persuaded by Abensour’s analysis to write a corrective to his own 1955
critical work on Morris, in which he had privileged the political over the utopian. 78 Abensour,
he noted, vindicated Morris’s status as a socialist and a utopian with a “transformed Romantic
tradition behind him”. 79 This holds up as a preferred direction compared to the “subordination
of the imaginative” within later Marxist thought, which Thompson believed lacked images of

72 Miguel Abensour, “William Morris: The Politics of Romance”, in Revolutionary Romanticism: A Drunken Boat
Anthology, ed Max Blechman, trans Max Blechman, City Lights, San Francisco, 1999, p 127 (originally 1982,
and a similar passage quoted by Thompson is referenced to Abensour’s 1973 doctoral thesis).
73 Ibid, pp 145-146.
74 Ibid, pp 126-127, 131.
75 Ibid, pp 131-132, 137, 142-143.
76 Ibid, pp 146, 150.
77 Ibid, p 150.
78 E P Thompson, “Postscript: 1976”, in William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary, 2nd edn, Merlin Press, London,
1977, p 792.
79 Ibid, pp 791-792.
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the future and showed a tendency towards the utilitarian. 80 By extension, he reflected, “to
vindicate Morris’s utopianism may at the same time be to vindicate utopianism itself, and set it
free to walk the world once more without shame and without accusations of bad faith”. 81
Potentially, Abensour opens up utopia to a dream of “otherwise” which is in the form of an
image or simulacrum, 82 for example to the desire-inducing phantasmagoria of Avatar’s floating
islands and phosphorescent forests. As Thompson notes, this does not imply that every utopia
is to be equally regarded; rather that imaginative effect must be considered in a form of utopia
that cannot be reduced to political theory. 83
However, nor yet can the politics be detached from the desiring dream. Raymond Williams
argues that, “We cannot abstract desire. It is always desire for something specific, in specifically
impelling circumstances”. 84 Abensour’s observation of a more open and experimental utopia in
the post-1850 period was related to changed social conditions. He describes News as a response
to new systems of production which had caused a crisis in culture and “the withering away of
art” from daily life.85 Williams for his part offers a general principle: a values-based “heuristic
utopia” (contra “systematic utopia”) emerges in periods where “change is happening, but
primarily under the direction and in the terms of the dominant social order”. 86 At such times,
he suggests, utopia rejects all aspects of domination, sets aside social structure and refuses
material constraints. The weakness in heuristic utopia is in its settling for “a mode of living
with alienation”, reversing systematic utopia’s weakness, which is a lack of liveability. 87
Also discussing Morris, Ruth Levitas insists that even an heuristic utopia must have
transformative potential; it cannot merely express or project desire: “there is plainly no point in
the education of desire for its own sake, and if the function of utopia is the education of desire,
the function of education of desire is the realisation of utopia”. 88 Such a transformative aim
underlies both News from Nowhere and Avatar: Cameron is said to have wanted people who saw
the film to “‘feel compelled to do something’ to protect the environment of the planet we live
on”. 89 The issue of transformation is the topic of the next section.
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Attaining to utopia: transition and “willed
transformation”
A perennial question put to utopia has been “but how do we get there from here?” Williams
went so far as to propose a typology of “fictions which have been grouped as utopian” around
the method by which an ideal world came about. “A paradise” is the happier life which is just
happened upon, the “externally altered world” is one that is brought about by an unplanned
natural event, the “willed transformation” is largely achieved by the social and political efforts
of its people, the “technological transformation” by scientific discovery. 90 He acknowledges
that these categories can overlap, for example through a mix of the socio-political and
technological. He also suggests similar categories for “the negative which is now commonly
expressed as ‘dystopia’”. 91
“Fictions which have been grouped …” suggests some critical distance, and Williams then
moves to discussing what he terms “properly utopian or dystopian fiction” through three
related questions.92 The first is the question of realism; he decides there must be an imagined
possible life in the world, and so strikes out the Blessed Isles and other religious paradises and
hells. Second, while allowing that a utopian or dystopian fiction might be removed from
“ordinary ‘realism’” he nevertheless asks for some continuity from some such state, some
“connection with, extrapolation from, known or imaginable human and social elements”. 93
Finally, he considers human agency in the transformation and determines that this is a crucial
factor, and therefore excludes fictions shaped by a chance event, such as H G Wells’s In the
Days of the Comet, as well as fictions which explore purely instrumental technology.
Williams therefore contends that it is the willed transformation which is “the characteristic
utopian or dystopian mode [form], in the strict sense”.94 As for the other three categories, they
survive as minor forms or as a kind of utopian penumbra: some are consciously or latently
utopian or dystopian in Williams’s terms; for example a fiction showing consequences of
technology might act as a warning of the need for social agency. 95
Finding utopia proper to be “willed transformation” allows Williams to reevaluate several
works. Morris’s News from Nowhere is recuperated, to a degree, from readings which see it as
sentimental dream. Williams finds the depiction of the period of struggle in News from Nowhere
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Williams, “Utopia and Science Fiction”, p 203.
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to be “strong and convincing” and to offer “a genuine turning point” in utopian fiction. 96 News
departs from a utopian tradition based on “moral redemption or rational declaration” and
founds instead a modern form of utopia based on “conflict and resolution”; that is, it contains
a socio-politically plausible account of its transition from the older world to the new:
what is emergent in Morris’s work, and what seems to me increasingly the strongest part of
News from Nowhere, is the crucial insertion of the transition to utopia, which is not discovered,
come across, or projected—not even, except at the simplest conventional level, dreamed—but
fought for. 97

Ursula K Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is also revalued by Williams for its utopian transition, this
time not for the establishment of its utopia Anarres but for the internal renegotiation of
Anarres’ future and its determined movement away from stasis:
forced open, after the congealing of ideals, the degeneration of mutuality into conservatism;
shifted, deliberately, from its achieved harmonious condition, the stasis in which the classical
utopian mode culminates, to restless, open, risk-taking experiment. It is a significant and
welcome adaptation, depriving utopia of its classical end of struggle, its image of perpetual
harmony and rest. 98

This type of transition, that of ongoing change and experiment after a utopia is founded, was
anticipated by H G Wells in A Modern Utopia (1905), whose narrator similarly remarks:
the Modern Utopia must not be static but kinetic, must shape not as a permanent state but as a
hopeful stage, leading to a long ascent of stages. 99

Moylan is also favourably disposed towards utopias which describe a “willed transformation”;
not as a matter of definition, but because they foreground the contestation necessary to achieve
a better world:
The emancipated future … will not be reached by utopian dreaming alone. The way forward
involves personal and collective effort. As we have seen in the previous chapters, at the
ideological core of the critical utopian novels is a message of contestation with the current
dominant forces, a set of meditations on the process of willed transformation, the activism
required for social revolution. Too often in past utopian writing have inspiring societies been
described without a care given to the measures needed to move from the historical present to
the new society. 100
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Another type of transition entails slippage from text to world: this is the debated question of
whether a particular utopian program might be realised in an historical sense. Utopias might
then be judged on their potential for realisation or, more frequently, the unlikelihood of their
realisation, in a converse idea to that of Abensour’s “education of desire”. Karl Mannheim
plays with the claim and counterclaim for utopia’s realisation by situating his concept of utopia
across its dialectic. He describes how proposals are first labelled “utopian” by a dominant class
who reject “all conceptions of existence which from their point of view can in principle never be
realized”; 101 but finds that the “truly utopian elements” are precisely those capable of breaking
the bonds of the existing order and being “adequately realized” in a succeeding order. 102
Barbara Goodwin and Keith Taylor canvass various authors within the realisability debate,
from Friedman’s attempt to evaluate utopias by criteria for realisability to Louis Marin’s claim
that utopia’s country must always be Nowhere.103 Remarking that “many would argue that
utopias are by nature unrealizable”, due to their speculative and theoretical status, in the end
they conclude that a utopia’s primary form of realisation is not located in enactment but in the
degree to which its ideas have influence on history. 104 In the current era, Goodwin and Taylor
suggest, “constructive utopia” (contra “critical utopia”) offers itself as radical opposition to “the
egoistic premisses of the dominant liberal ideology”. 105 Transition then takes the form of a
hoped-for reorganisation of the global order based on utopian ideals of “collective mutual
responsibility and the wholeness of society”.106
Moylan suggests that the ideas laid down in utopian imaginings are best seen as preliminary
visions of an engagement with problems. They should therefore not be read as schemata for
realisation in the everyday world:
The images [in More’s Utopia] were not blueprints to be imposed directly on everyday reality,
but they were the beginnings, at the level of imagination, of actual solutions to current
problems. 107

This is an essentially Blochian perspective and, like Bloch, Moylan believes that utopian vision
is best grounded in the possible. For Moylan, the risk of the unattainable vision is that utopian
energy will be deflected away from oppositional politics:

101 Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, pp 176-177, 183.
102 Ibid, p 184.
103 Barbara Goodwin and Keith Taylor, The Politics of Utopia: A Study in Theory and Practice, Hutchinson, London,
1982, pp 218-219.
104 Ibid, pp 85, 221.
105 Ibid, pp 223-225. “Critical” is used in the general sense; “critical utopia” here is a broader category than that
explicated by Moylan.
106 Ibid.
107 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 3.
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Unfortunately, utopian visions of alternatives to the prevailing economic or national structures
all too often served to absorb the oppositional impulse by removing it to the plane of an
interesting but unattainable other. 108

Levitas also has reservations about the unattainable. Although she concedes that it offers
greater freedom to explore utopian desire than do more practical narratives, she concludes that
ultimately “dream becomes vision only when hope is invested in an agency capable of
transformation”. 109 She identifies “the catalysing of change” as one of three main functions of
utopia, alongside “compensation” and “criticism”, 110 of which she finds change is utopia’s
“strongest function”. 111 She makes a related distinction between hope and desire; hope
imagines a better world to be possible and anticipates a transition, whereas desire for a better
world is the broader category which includes all forms of utopia including compensatory dream
and fantasy.112 For Levitas, a transition within a utopian text might be either evolutionary, as in
Bellamy’s Looking Backward, or in the form of a radical break, as in the revolution in Morris’s
News from Nowhere. 113 She associates an evolutionary utopia with a belief in progress and the
radical-break utopia with a belief that conditions are deteriorating: 114
A sense of decline is not in itself an obstacle to utopianism but it does require that any utopia
involves the reversal of this decline and thus a radical break from the present system. This
means that, again, the discontinuity between now and utopia has a certain freeing effect on
utopia’s content. 115

Declining social conditions are not of themselves a problem for the utopian imagination; to the
contrary, Levitas finds the radical break of News from Nowhere to be a strength compared to
Looking Backward. However, she argues that in many contemporary utopian fictions the sense
of decline extends to fatalism, so that utopia is forced back towards criticism rather than
change. 116 “The transition does not form a central issue”, she observes:
most utopias now present the transition as (i) merely possible, rather than inevitable; (ii)
involving some kind of radical break from the present, necessary because it is not possible to
identify trends in the present which seem likely to lead to utopia; (iii) a very vaguely defined
event. 117
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This difficulty Levitas identifies, that of locating any trend in the present which might plausibly
lead to utopian change, was framed by Jameson, and earlier by Adorno, as the impossibility of
even imagining an alternative future from within late capitalism. For Jameson, many of the
exits utopia might suggest have been blocked by globalisation’s impact on almost every real and
virtual space: it is no longer plausible, for example, to form a federation of independent
communes because global capitalism now reaches into every network, nor to withdraw into
local self-sufficiency since we live in an era of ecological collapse. 118 This near-total occlusion
of possibility intensifies Adorno’s earlier understanding of lack of capacity to imagine a totally
different world as due to “blocked consciousness”. 119

Utopia and alterity
In considering transition, we come to another central debate: how utopia stands against some
other, non-utopian, version of the world. Here, “the world” is of course laden with ambiguity.
We might conceptualise it as the actual society within which, or about or against which, the
work was written, as represented by and refracted through an author who uses historically
available forms of textual practice and subjectivities. 120 It is at best only partially recoverable,
and acknowledgment also has to be made that both utopia’s “other” and utopia itself, as textual
representations, necessarily change with a reader’s context and the interpretive codes that are
deployed. 121 This transmutation is celebrated in Suvin’s observation that: “This is not a defect
but a strength of utopian horizons and artefacts: born in history, acting upon history, they
laicize eternity and demand to be judged in and by history”. 122
Problems of interpretation acknowledged, the question remains as to the nature of the
transformation which needs to present itself for a text to be considered utopian. We have seen
that some broad definitions find utopia or the utopian is any desired alternative to a social
order, as in Abensour’s “desire better … desire otherwise” or Bloch’s anticipatory
consciousness. Some critics further qualify this. For Levitas, “the core of utopia is the desire
for being otherwise, individually and collectively, subjectively and objectively … utopia is the
expression of the desire for a better way of being or of living”. 123 Here, “otherwise” must
encompass both society’s orderings and individual experience, but within that ambit her

118 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 162.
119 Theodor W Adorno, Ernst Bloch, and Horst Krüger, “Something’s Missing: A Discussion between Ernst
Bloch and Theodor W Adorno on the Contradictions of Utopian Longing”, in The Utopian Function of Art and
Literature: Selected Essays, trans Jack Zipes and Frank Mecklenburg, MIT Press, Cambridge (MA) and London,
1988, pp 3-4 (originally 1964).
120 On this see eg Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, pp 384-386; Williams, Culture, pp 158ff.
121 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, pp ix-x.
122 Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, p 386. See also
123 Levitas, Utopia as Method: The Imaginary Reconstitution of Society, pp xi-xii.
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definition based on desire remains open as to the type and degree of difference, from
compensatory dream to revolution.
By contrast, some writers assert that the difference is likely to be or should be radical. Goodwin
and Taylor note that “constructive utopia” typically offers a rupture or “break with history”. 124
Lyman Tower Sargent notes that utopias “usually envision a radically different society than the
one in which the dreamers live”, but not always. 125 Suvin takes radical difference into his
definition, describing utopia as “the construction of a particular community where
sociopolitical institutions, norms, and relationships between people are organized according to
a radically different principle than in the author’s community”; for eutopia, this means “a radically
more perfect principle”. 126 He has explained that the locution “more perfect” describes: “The
position of utopia midway between the corruptible world of class history and ideal
perfection”. 127 Suvin’s half-way point is unusual, and he further remarks: “utopia is the land for
naturalistic human figures just slightly larger (more virtuous) than everyday nature”. 128 While
“more virtuous” is a modest enlargement, this does gesture towards a preter-human quality
found in some utopias and ideal worlds. Larger-than-life figures in paradisiacal landscapes
reach back to Hesiod’s account of humanity’s decline from the golden age (ninth century BC),
when the “race before our own” was held to be “nobler and more righteous”. 129 The Golden
Age tradition is arguably one of the antecedents of utopia, and Bloch’s earlier reflection on
“near perfect” finds its influence even within Marxism:
Marxism never renounces its heritage, and least of all the primal intention: the Golden Age. In
all its analyses Marxism plays the part of a sober detective, yet takes the legend seriously, and
reacts pragmatically to the dream of the Golden Age. The primary concern has been the debit and
credit of real hope. Until now the conditions have not made it possible to enter actively into
near-perfect perspectives … 130

Nonetheless, Suvin’s concept of utopia is located within a “this-worldly other world”, and is a
rational and not a paradisiacal vision. 131 While societal perfection was assumed by some critics
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in earlier periods to be the utopian telos, 132 contemporary theorists no longer explore utopia in
this light. To the contrary, perfection is often excluded or discounted, 133 as in Sargent’s
assertion that “perfection has never been a characteristic of utopian fiction”. 134 If popular
usage or a dictionary is able to attest that utopia is a “place or state of ideal perfection” or a
“visionary system of political or social perfection”, 135 More’s Utopia never made such a claim,
seeking rather good laws and governance, “to run things so well that while virtue is rewarded
yet there is abundance for all since everything is divided equally”. 136
Lucy Sargisson also writes against utopian perfection, arguing it implies a closed or final state,
characteristic neither of More nor many subsequent works. 137 Instead, the form of alterity she
foregrounds is transgression, “the necessary mode of being for anyone who challenges the
now”. 138 She identifies transgression in feminist utopian texts from the 1970s onwards, both
fictional and theoretical, and provides other examples both textual and lived from the late
twentieth century. Transgressive utopianism challenges gender roles, calls into question the
self/other divide and other binaries of rationalist thinking, resists permanence, opposes
hierarchy and subverts “dominant symbolic orders, thought structure and other systems of
representation”. 139 Her claim for transgressive utopianism extends beyond a utopian text or
site:
this act of crossing borders and showing them to be porous creates a space where previously
there was none. In this space, new and different ways of relating to the world can be practised.
These spaces are conceptual and also lived. 140

Suvin also theorises the difference between a utopia and its author’s or reader’s originary world
as an extra-textual process. He argues that radical otherness takes us to a particular affect – the
illuminating estrangement of taken-for-granted relations, revealing through “positive negation”

132 See for example Martin Buber, Paths in Utopia, trans R F C Hull, Beacon Press, Boston, 1958, p 8 (originally
1949).
133 See eg Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 72.
134 Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, p 6.
135 These two senses of utopia are given in Macquarie Dictionary Online, 7th edn, Macquarie Dictionary Publishers
Sydney, 2017, published at http://www.macquarieonline.com.au/ (originally 1981).
136 More, Utopia, p 52.
137 Lucy Sargisson, Fool’s Gold? Utopianism in the Twenty-First Century, Palgrave McMillan, Basingstroke and New
York, 2012, p 26; Lucy Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopianism, Routledge, London and New York, 1996,
pp 2-3, 19-20.
138 Sargisson, Fool’s Gold? Utopianism in the Twenty-First Century, p 242.
139 See eg Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopianism, pp 4, 99, 198-200, 204; Sargisson, Fool’s Gold? Utopianism in
the Twenty-First Century, pp 93, 121, 230; Lucy Sargisson, Utopian Bodies and the Politics of Transgression, Routledge,
London and New York, 2000, pp 1-4.
140 Sargisson, Fool’s Gold? Utopianism in the Twenty-First Century.
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that “the author (and reader) truly lives in an axiologically inverted world”. 141 A utopian text
excites dialogue, through “a gesture of pointing, a wide-eyed glance from here to there”. 142
Suvin thereby discards the debate on transition and realisability discussed above:
Literary utopia – and every description of utopia is literary – is a heuristic device for
perfectibility, an epistemological and not an ontological entity. … If utopia is, then,
philosophically, a method rather than a state, it cannot be realized or not realized – it can only
be applied. 143

Jameson takes a similar position. Archaeologies of the Future (2005) opens with an affirmation of
utopia’s radical difference in the face of “the invincible universality of capitalism”, 144 and it
closes with an assertion that utopia is not to be identified in representation but in its
imaginative potency: “utopia as a form is not the representation of radical alternatives; it is
rather simply the imperative to imagine them”. 145 This shift should be read not as a repudiation
of radical difference in utopia, but of taking its representations literally; it is thus a move akin to
Abensour’s “education of desire”. In Jameson’s analysis of science fiction, he also argues for
the need to defamiliarise the present in order to bring its history into view, 146 an argument
similar to Suvin’s for estrangement.
In several essays within Archaeologies Jameson takes these ideas further, offering the
discomforting assertion that all utopia can do is to expose our incapacity to imagine it. 147
Jameson’s concluding comment is thus a restatement of the central problem he explores in the
work, that utopia must encourage what is now impossible, the imagining of plausible
alternatives to the global consolidation of capitalism. 148 This is contentious, and Kim Stanley
Robinson is among those who have objected to it:
Ultimately, however, I think this notion that we cannot imagine utopia is mistaken. We can
imagine utopia; it’s as easy as pie. The constraints are very slack, and our imaginations strong.
We are quite capable of taking the present situation, and all history too, and ringing every

141 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 35, referencing Bakhtin for “positive negation”.
142 Ibid, p 18.
143 Ibid, pp 33-34.
144 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p xii.
145 Fredric Jameson, “‘If I Can Find One Good City I Will Spare the Man’: Realism and Utopia in Kim Stanley
Robinson’s Mars Trilogy”, in Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, Verso /
New Left Books, London and New York, 2007, p 416 (originally 2000).
146 Fredric Jameson, “Progress versus Utopia, or, Can We Imagine the Future?”, in Archaeologies of the Future: The
Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, Verso / New Left Books, London and New York, 2007, pp 286288 (originally 1982).
147 Ibid, p 289; Jameson, “‘If I Can Find One Good City I Will Spare the Man’: Realism and Utopia in Kim
Stanley Robinson’s Mars Trilogy”, p 416.
148 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p xii.
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possible physical and logical change in our ideas to make something new; and some of these
newly invented systems could be declared viable, even though radically different from the
current moment. It’s not quite like imaging a new colour or a tenth dimension. It has more to
do with justice … 149

Yet, as Robinson acknowledges: “Of course there is a problem, and that’s the getting from here
to there”. 150 While we can contemplate living like people in a utopia, Morris’s or any other, this
isn’t in Bloch’s sense of “the hope that can be hoped for”. The future our art is pregnant with,
in scores of dystopian novels and films, is by and large bleak: increased surveillance and
policing, extreme inequality, widespread ecological damage, uberised work, disembodied daily
life, zones of privation and excluded populations. We are left with the “hope that hopes”, and
it is perhaps in this spirit that Jameson explores the potential of “radical break” utopias, that is,
those which depict a world where, for example, money and private property have been
abolished. 151 Even if these do not or cannot show the transition, they can disrupt the
certainties of the present order by exposing, for example, the “lived misery of money” by way
of their rupture from it. 152 At the end of the new material in Part 1 of Archaeologies, and so also
forming a closing statement, Jameson offers something like a hopeful Blochian “not yet”:
The formal flaw – how to articulate the Utopian break in such a way that it is transformed into
a practical-political transition – now becomes a rhetorical and political strength – in that it
forces us precisely to concentrate on the break itself: a meditation on the impossible, on the
unrealizable in its own right. This is very far from a liberal capitulation to the necessity of
capitalism, however; it is quite the opposite, a rattling of the bars and an intense spiritual
concentration and preparation for another stage which has not yet arrived. 153

Here, utopia survives the impossibility of imagining it, where “imagining” refers not to just any
figuration but to conceiving a fundamentally different form of collectivity. 154 We must
acknowledge that there is a more profound difficulty at work than the kind of logical and
practical matters Robinson acknowledges. At various points Jameson documents utopia’s
failure to transcend, not merely the systemic closure Robinson addresses, but also “cultural and
ideological closure”. 155 For Jameson, this is the crucial point: transcending the ideologies which
contain our thinking is at any given moment impossible, but not necessarily finally or
historically so. In this reading, Robinson’s “imaging a new colour or a tenth dimension” is not

149 Kim Stanley Robinson, “Remarks on Utopia in the Age of Climate Change”, Arena Journal, 2011, no 35/36, p
14.
150 Ibid.
151 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 229.
152 Ibid, p 231.
153 Ibid, pp 232-233.
154 Ibid, Ch 4.
155 Jameson, “Progress versus Utopia, or, Can We Imagine the Future?”, p 289.
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so far off the mark. We might liken Jameson’s utopian horizon to science fiction’s impossible
effort to imagine a truly alien consciousness. The frustration is that we know any consciousness
we depict cannot be truly alien and will always return us to our human selves; yet in the act of
trying perhaps we shift that too. Or perhaps not, and, as Jameson avers that he has
“occasionally asserted”, “at best Utopia can serve the negative purpose of making us more
aware of our mental and ideological imprisonment”. 156
During most of the post-World War II period, and certainly since the collapse of the Soviet
Union symbolised by the fall of the Berlin Wall, almost every alternative to global capitalism
has been delegitimised in the West. Hints that socialism might be reclaimed and reimagined by
the “millennial” generation have only recently begun to appear. Several writers do assert,
however, that utopia’s radical otherness is not completely contained within, but is rather in
relationship to ideology.

Utopia and ideology
In his pioneering work on the sociology of knowledge, Karl Mannheim chose the terms
“utopia” and “ideology” to describe two fundamentally opposing tendencies in social
thought. 157 “Utopia” refers to those reality-transcending ideas formed by revolutionary or
oppressed classes which, if enacted, would shatter and transform a social order; “ideology” to
those reality-transcending ideas of conservative, dominant strata which accord with their
worldview and tend to maintain the status quo. 158 Mannheim argues that both groups have a
distorted concept of their current social situation, the utopian in looking only to society’s
inherent negation and inevitable future demise, the ruling group in looking only to its own
continued dominance. 159 In the case of ideology, however, these distortions are a form of
concealment, “ranging all the way from good-intentioned, situationally transcendent mentality
through ‘cant mentality’ to ideology in the sense of conscious lies”. 160 Utopia, on the other
hand, expresses the “unrealized and the unfulfilled tendencies which represent the needs of
each age”. 161 History unfolds as a dialectic whereby utopia, having shattering the existing order,
frees a space for the development of the successor social order. 162

156 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p xiii.
157 Although his use of “ideology” here is deliberately specific, he also traces various senses of the word over time,
including its use to disparage ideas of political opponents and its non-evaluative use to explore the situated
thinking of particular groups: Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, pp 68-70.
158 Ibid, pp 173-174.
159 Ibid, p 36.
160 Ibid, pp 175-176.
161 Ibid, p 179.
162 Ibid, pp 179-180.
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Suvin’s definition of utopia likewise holds that it is “created by discontented social classes
interested in otherness and change. All utopias involve people who radically suffer of the
existing system and desire to radically change it”. 163 While he does not set utopia against
ideology definitionally, at times he makes a similar distinction to Mannheim, for example when
he compares utopia to an illusionary, ideologically constructed “empirical reality” of scientific
progress and social Darwinism. 164 It is probably fair to say that those critiques which equate
utopia with radically oppositional politics might, logically enough, locate utopia’s alter ego in
repressive socio-political formations and dominant ideologies.
Moylan, however, points out that utopia and ascendant ideologies work within shared systems
of representation and socialisation, rather than as a simple binary opposition. 165 While a
subversive utopia is in radical opposition to the dominant ideology, it might nevertheless draw
part of its energy from the latter’s ideological constructs, for example that of an idealised
America. At times, utopia might offer compensatory gratifications that find it “seduced and
enslaved into the service of the system itself”.166 Moylan is nonetheless hopeful that certain
critical utopian texts (contra “coopted utopian discourses”) can breach the systemic and
ideological enclosure of transnational capitalism to “hold open the possibility of a different
future”. 167 When he declares that utopia is process and not content, this “holding open” is
specifically the process he means; utopia’s work is to urge the imagining of a transformed
history. 168 Critical utopia in this sense is oppositional to ideology, whilst co-opted utopia is in
its service. 169
In Archaeologies of the Future (2005), Jameson reflects on utopia’s oppositional status in the
context of ideology. He points out that we are all inevitably situated within ideology, in the
broad sense of a shared system of ideas and ideals, arising from “all kinds of determinations”
such as class, race, gender, nation and history.170 Utopian representations are therefore
unavoidably ideological, despite all our attempts to imagine or theorise otherwise: “there is no
… correct Utopia; and all the familiar ones we have are irredeemably class-based”. 171 Further,
utopia’s ideological claim to truth, through its advocacy of a particular concrete situation such

163
164
165
166
167
168
169
170
171

Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, p 383.
Suvin, “Utopianism from Orientation to Agency”, p 240.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 18.
Ibid, p 19. Cf Jameson and Adorno.
Ibid, pp 35, 203.
Ibid, pp 38-40.
Ibid, p 203.
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 170.
Ibid, p 171.

32

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 1

/

Critical approach

as village life, should be read not as positive representation but as “critical negativity” where its
actual function is to demystify and oppose an opposing system. 172
Yet even utopia’s images of radical negation can be commodified, and thus co-opted and
defused. 173 Moylan suggests that utopian energy therefore needs to reach a “critical mass”, a
point of explosive force, enabling it to move beyond co-option by the dominant ideology. 174
For Bloch, citing Marx and Leibniz, this occurs in periods of social contradiction, when a
“dynamic tendency”, or a readiness for change, is already being impeded: “the tension may be
compared to a mass of over-heated gas which, as a consequence of such a social contradiction,
will produce a mechanical explosion or an historical revolution”. 175 At such times, people begin
to understand the causes of their distress and direct their energy against these. 176 Moylan
suggests that the commodification process can itself fuel such explosive energy through its
“continuous tapping of the utopian impulse”, which yet remains unfulfilled. 177
In The Political Unconscious (1981) and an earlier article, Jameson considers the issue of the
emergence of utopia under the containing condition of an ideology which would seem to
prevent it. Here he seeks to extend the Frankfurt School’s analysis, which both points to the
reification and commodification of mass culture within capitalism and identifies utopia as
arising dialectically from and working against this. 178 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W Adorno
(1947) argue that: “Ideology becomes the emphatic and systematic proclamation of what is …
the culture industry makes itself the irrefutable prophet of the existing order”. 179 Mass culture
in particular is an agent of capitalist ideology, as well as a commodified product. 180 Jameson
sees this kind of manipulation theory as just as incomplete as the reductive version of Marxism
which encloses culture entirely within the “superstructure” and false consciousness. Effectively,
these approaches remove most culture within capitalism from “real social life”, deny its
omnipresence and reverse its role from mediator of political meaning to its tool. 181 At the
minimum, Jameson argues, even mass culture formed as persuasion must offer incentives and

172 Ibid, pp 175-176.
173 Fredric Jameson, “Reflections in Conclusion”, in Aesthetics and Politics, ed NLB, Verso, London and New York,
1980, p 208 (originally 1977).
174 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 19.
175 Bloch, On Karl Marx, p 135.
176 Ibid, p 21.
177 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 19.
178 Fredric Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture”, Social Text, 1979, no 1, pp 130-134, 144.
179 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, ed Gunzelin Schmid
Noerr, trans Edmund Jephcott, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 2002, p 118 (originally 1944 and 1947).
180 Ibid, pp 127-129.
181 Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture”, pp 138-139.
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gratifications to its subjects which “are necessarily Utopian in nature” and depend on “the
oldest Utopian longings of humankind”: 182
they cannot manipulate unless they offer some genuine shred of content as a fantasy bribe to
the public about to be so manipulated. Even the “false consciousness” of so monstrous a
phenomenon of Nazism was nourished by collective fantasies of a Utopian type, in “socialist”
as well as in nationalist guises. 183

Referencing Bloch’s understanding of utopian hope, Bakhtin’s “carnivesque dispersal of the
hegemonic order” and suggestions from within the Frankfurt School itself, Jameson raises the
possibility that the utopian element in a utopian-ideological dialectic might express a positive
and forward-looking idea, rather than (necessarily) appearing as oppositional negation or
manipulated gratification. 184 Specifically, this might take the form of a Marxist “sense of the
ineradicable drive towards collectivity that can be detected, no matter how faintly and feebly, in
the most degraded works of mass culture just as surely as in the classics of modernism”. 185
If a collective dialectic could truly be achieved, we might then reach a stage where utopia and
ideology are a unity, at least within cultural artefacts, so that “the effectively ideological is also,
at the same time, necessarily Utopian”.186 For Jameson, utopia’s final horizon is that of the
Marxist vision of a world that has transcended class struggle. This reverses the more traditional
Marxist interpretation where “utopia” designates not the ideal future but certain protosocialistic programs, of historical importance but superseded in an era where the proper
approach is a fully developed socialism. 187
As a further possibility for the utopia-ideology relationship, Marin contends that “Utopia is an
ideological critique of ideology”. 188 By placing ideology (in the broad sense) in a fictional space,
where it cannot simply proclaim and close itself, utopia calls ideology’s system of ideas into
question:
Utopia as a figure inscribed within a fable-producing discourse puts ideological discourse and its
representations into play in a double sense – implicitly but critically questioning them, and setting

Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p 278.
Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture”, p 144.
Jameson, The Political Unconscious, pp 224, 276.
Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture”, p 148. As to how this might arise from within an ideology
that would seem to deny it, but without recourse to an oppositional politics, he speculates that all ideologies
might be in some broad sense utopian, if only because any organic grouping, even an oppressive one, has a
figurative relationship to an achieved classless collectivity and therefore to utopia: The Political Unconscious, pp
279-281.
186 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, pp 276-277.
187 Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, pp 32-39.
188 Louis Marin, Utopics: Spatial Play, trans Robert A Vollrath, Humanities Press, New Jersey, 1984, p 195
(originally 1973 in French).
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them apart in order to reflect upon the presuppositions of their internal systems. Rather than
being confronted with a fixed system of ideological representation, utopia would offer the
mobility of a figure acting in a dialogical stage built by a complex fable-producing discourse. 189

These several models of utopia and ideology leave the concepts intertwined but contested. We
can, however, see echoes of some of our previous categories: in Mannheim, realisability; in
Suvin, alterity; in Jameson, an exploration of the sources of hope; in Moylan and Bloch, radical
otherness; and in Marin, a heuristic interrogation of the systemic. Several writers endorse a
“critical” role for utopia in relation to the prevailing ideology, as we saw earlier in Levitas, as
well as in Goodwin and Taylor who remark: “Every utopia, by its very existence, constitutes an
ad hoc criticism of existing society”. 190

Pluralism, community and critical utopia
“Critical utopia” is now used very specifically in the utopian studies literature to refer to
Moylan’s theorisation of a group of late 1960s and 1970s utopias. Moylan has made a
significant contribution to our understanding of the evolution of utopian texts in this time
period. The works he identifies include Ursula K Le Guin’s The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous
Utopia (1974), Joanna Russ’s The Female Man (1975), Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time
(1976) and Samuel R Delany’s Triton: An Ambiguous Heterotopia (1976). Moylan identifies several
qualities common to this group of novels. First, their utopian societies are actively engaged in
opposition to their originary world, and articulate their disjunction from it. Unlike “blueprint”
utopias, they accept that change is a necessary and ongoing process.
Further, their critique is politically in play in historical time, a textual role similar to that of a
manifesto, and indeed Moylan uses the term “manifesto of otherness” to describe them. 191
More specifically, these novels express the oppositional politics of the feminist,
environmentalist, anti-war and civil rights movements of the period. 192 Moylan also notes their
determined “rejection of hierarchies and domination” and their commitment to individual and
group autonomy. He finds in these critical utopias a new pluralism, a “historical bloc of
opposition” which “draws together an alliance of various groups and interests”. 193
Utopia has always implied a drawing together of community; as Sargent expresses it, utopia is
“social dreaming”. 194 For Suvin, the “construction of a particular community” is a defining
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feature of utopia; 195 and for Bloch, “the question about us is the only problem, the resultant of
every world-problem”. 196 Bringing people together to eat in community dining halls has been
one of utopia’s most persistent features, from Plato’s Republic (c 386-367 BC), through More’s
Utopia (1516) to Robinson’s Mars trilogy (1992-1996). 197 Jameson notes the allegorical reference
to equality in shared cooking and eating, as well as the importance of that sharing in bringing
about equality.198 We can also see in these communal tables a commitment to community itself,
that is, to sociality and mediated communicative exchange beyond the family, as seen for
example in More’s careful imbrication of different age groups so that the older diners are
nearby to draw out and moderate the conversation of the younger. 199
However, utopia’s attempt to solve the “we-problem” 200 is precisely where it has encountered
all kinds of difficulties, not to mention considerable critique. The homogenous “we” of those
texts where a utopian guide speaks for a community entirely in agreement has been savaged:
“One gets a little weary, in reading a series of such stories, of what seems a pervading smugness
of tone”, Northrop Frye observed. 201 “There are no individualities, but only generalised
people”, the narrator of Wells’s A Modern Utopia remarks. 202 Yet if “we” are not in unanimity,
then there is the prospect of discord – a tricky matter in utopia, far trickier than crime, for
discord has the potential to re-route the entire utopian project. Marie Berneri notes that the
desire to prevent such change leads to the “authoritarian Utopian State” (contra “antiauthoritarian utopia”), crushing the personality and creativity not merely of individuals but also
of communities.203 This, Moylan claims, is where critical utopia makes several formal
innovations: it is radically open, resisting “closure and systematization”; and it has a new
commitment to working productively with internal debate and conflict, resisting “hierarchy and
domination”. 204

195 Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, p 383. See also Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some
Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a Plea”, pp 40, 42.
196 Ernst Bloch, The Spirit of Utopia, trans Anthony A Nassar, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 2000 (originally
1918 and 1923 in German).
197 More, Utopia, pp 70-72; Plato, The Republic, trans Raymond Larson, Harlan Davidson, Wheeling (IL), 1979, p
123 (originally c BC386-367); Kim Stanley Robinson, Green Mars, HarperCollins, London, 1994, p 586
(originally 1993).
198 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp 51-52.
199 More, Utopia, p 72.
200 Bloch’s term: The Spirit of Utopia, p 206.
201 Northrop Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias”, in Utopias and Utopian Thought, ed Frank E Manuel, Condor /
Souvenir Press, London, 1973, p 26 (originally 1965).
202 The comment relates to More’s Utopia and Plato’s Republic: Wells, A Modern Utopia, pp 7-8.
203 Berneri, Journey Through Utopia, pp 7-8.
204 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, pp 11, 26-27, 47.
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In this claim for openness, Moylan contrasts critical utopia to what he describes as the
systemised, unified, closed, blueprint version of the utopian tradition. 205 Yet the utopias he
discusses include several with traditionally programmatic features. Woman on the Edge of Time has
a more defined process for resolving disputes between regions than Fourier; and arrangements
for labour in The Dispossessed are administered through a universal records system reminiscent
of Wells’s A Modern Utopia. Moylan acknowledges the persistence of system, 206 but uses several
arguments to suggest that critical utopian texts are nonetheless radically open. First, he suggests
that critical utopia’s political function is not to advocate for a particular system but to suggest
that alternatives to the originary world are possible. His argument is similar to Jameson’s at this
point, insofar as critical utopia works against ideological closure and thus it does not offer a
plan for the future but rather a “radical break” with the present:
Whileaway, Anarres, Mattapoisett, and Triton are certainly not our future … Yet they are
symbolic provocations that help us to break from what is our present and to work together to
create what could be our future …. They challenge us to play with alternatives and thereby
break out of the ideological chains that have restricted our socialized imaginations. 207

For Moylan, utopia is based around the possibility, rather than Jameson’s impossibility, of
imagining alternatives. Critical utopia’s representations are not to be taken literally but they
intervene to “hold open the future” or “break the chains”, a similar but more optimistic
position to Jameson’s notion of ideological closure and “rattling the bars”.
As an additional strategy for the repudiation of system and the claim to radical openness in
critical utopia, Moylan reverses the primacy of utopian program over utopian impulse:
the open and self-reflexive operations common to these novels break utopian discourse out of
its petrified systematizing … Thus, the critical utopian impulse itself becomes the primary
message of these texts. Utopian imagination is valorized as a seditious practice that helps carry
the project of emancipation beyond any limit it reaches. 208

“Openness” then becomes primarily a question about how alternatives are negotiated and
explored within particular utopian communities; the focus is on heuristic aspects, rather than
on the overall schema. In analysing interactions within the narratives, Moylan switches from
radical break to representation, and draws on Bloch rather than Jameson. Critical utopia can
then be read positively, as prefiguring or representing emergent possibilities. Moylan is
particularly interested in those aspects of community which “return to the human agenda of
the categories of cooperation, equality, mutual aid, liberation, ecological wisdom, and peaceful
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and creative living”. 209 Here he identifies several anticipations, or prefigurations. These include
principles which might be used in a renegotiated approach to community, such as “autonomy,
mutual aid, and equality”, 210 self-reflexivity and self-criticism, 211 and interrelationships with
nature. 212 He also discusses oppositional strategies; in particular, several critical utopian works
feature a politically engaged protagonist or depict forms of “willed transformation”, suggesting
the need for active struggle to bring about change. 213
In his engagement with critical utopian texts, Moylan acknowledges the contribution of
feminist writers to “forcing open” a cultural space for utopia. 214 Sargisson likewise finds
“openness” in feminist utopias of the period. She describes this in terms of a transgressive
challenge to dualism and hierarchy which offers alternatives such as porous boundaries,
multiple or shifting positions both for the subject and utopia itself, and a rejection of blueprint,
perfection, fixed gender roles and other forms of finality. 215
Suvin accepts that the texts Moylan identifies express openness in their relationships, power
structures and willingness to countenance change, and that this is an innovation with respect to
the utopian tradition. 216 However, he expresses doubt about the pejorative application of
“closed” and “systemised” to other texts.217 A reader who encounters a text which estranges
the familiar might arrive at new possible worlds, which differ from both their own and that
depicted. This could be the effect for many utopias – including thoroughly systematised ones:
It is the tension between the finite, often closed texts and the multivalent (im)possibilities
facing the reader that creates the fictional utopia’s basic openness. 218

Moreover, he argues that the utopian tradition was not inevitably closed; that utopia has always
had its “warm stream”:
most of the significant utopian texts historically were not closed but subject to varying degrees
of openness or opening … I see no good (method)logical reason why utopian texts have to be
closed. 219

209
210
211
212
213
214
215
216
217

Ibid, pp 9-10.
Ibid, p 26.
Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia, pp 83-84.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 201.
Ibid, pp 48-49, 194ff.
Ibid, p 57.
Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopianism, pp 4, 21, 51, 58, 59, 77-78, 96-97, 125-128, 168, 198, 201, 226-228.
Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, pp 394, 397.
Suvin, “Locus, Horizon, and Orientation: The Concept of Possible Worlds as a Key to Utopian Studies”, pp
119ff.
218 Ibid, p 127.
219 Ibid, p 118.

38

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 1

/

Critical approach

Several decades earlier, Berneri was able to describe anti-authoritarian utopias as those which
“did not present a ready-made plan but daring, unorthodox ideas”. 220 It remains a moot point
as to whether critical utopias are any more “radically open” than earlier utopian expressions
generally. At least some of the latter also had their citizens debating, revising and
experimenting. We might agree with Moylan that critical utopias are less likely to stipulate
minute details, such as how far apart buildings should be spaced, what people should wear, or
how each citizen is placed in an ordered mesh of hierarchies. 221 While they still display systemic
forms of organisation, they resist pervasive systematisation. Whether this contrast is due to
some kind of struggle between Williams’s residual and emergent forms, as Moylan seems to
suggest, 222 or whether it is characteristic of utopia itself in the period, as is perhaps suggested
by Ecotopia where the “root essentials” are agreed but many of the details can be argued and
negotiated, 223 we might agree that the utopian “we” has not disappeared, but is less dominant.
Aspects of community can be shaped by community members in more diverse ways within the
critical utopian schema.
Moylan’s second observation, that critical utopia works productively with difference and
conflict and resists “hierarchy and domination”, is perhaps less contentious:
the novels focus on the continuing presence of difference and imperfection within utopian
society itself and thus render more recognizable and dynamic alternatives. 224

The works he discusses are markedly more willing to negotiate forms of difference, such as
race or sexuality, than were those of previous periods. Moylan further argues that critical
utopias explore the promise of “oppositional politics as a pluralistic alliance of forces”, by
negotiating political differences and working creatively with diversity in a “multiplex utopian
polylogue”. 225 He relates this kind of alliance politics to the decades in which critical utopia
emerged, a period which saw a variety of counter-cultural movements rapidly expand to work
against aspects of transnational capitalism’s power structures and ideology. 226 His theorisation
is also informed by his personal engagement in the period as an activist with multiple
affiliations. 227
Others writing around the same time likewise located utopian hope in activist movements.
Murray Bookchin (1982), the social ecology theorist, noted that feminism, ecology and
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“intimate, human-scaled forms of association and mutual aid” had permeated contemporary
culture as tendencies likely to confront hierarchy and domination. 228 Williams (1983)
considered how society might be radically altered by drawing on the energies from the peace,
ecology, feminist and other oppositional movements, as well as from emerging research on
ecology and alternative technologies. 229 He was optimistic about the wide reach and new forms
of analysis associated with these movements. 230 Broadly, he believed that we should aim to
shift from a production-oriented society to one “in which people care first for each other, in a
living world”, in a similar vision to that of several of the critical utopias. 231 At the same time, he
believed that to achieve a better future these movements would need to confront the overall
environmental and economic problems, joining together with labour organisations to develop
viable alternatives. In other words, pluralism needs its own plan to counter the opportunistic
“Plan X” of the dominant order. 232
For Suvin (1997-9), a utopian horizon should be both open (“always provisional and protean”)
and multiple (varying according to subject position): 233
Now today no society wishing to survive can afford to face the sea of dangerous unknowns
seeping into the cracks of our endangered life-world without a number of competing bearings,
ways of negotiating the swirls and swells of bitter matter. 234

He is careful to describe a utopian multiplicity which is not that of difference per se, and he
derides liberal pluralism and Olympic Games models. What he calls for instead is a recognition
among the various social movements, such as those of workers and women, that the “blights”
they oppose are interwoven aspects of the “ruling-class apocalypse”. 235 Their common interest
thus lies in joining with allies to form something like Gramsci’s “historical bloc” where each
contributes to the strategy and understandings in a decentred but unified “rainbow politics”:
Rainbow politics could be a good name if it is understood that while the colours are separate,
so that organizing around issues limited to a given “identity” may be locally useful as a first
step, the rainbow is one. 236

228 Murray Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy, Cheshire Books, Palo Alto
(CA), 1982, p 341.
229 Williams, “Resources for a Journey of Hope”, pp 155-157.
230 Ibid, pp 157, 160.
231 Ibid, pp 165, 168, 170ff.
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234 Ibid, p 293.
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Ultimately, he concludes that the “real novum”, the utopian horizon and orientation, and “the
secret problem of all utopians and utopianologists”, 237 is communism:
The only way to prevent [capitalism] from ruining the planet and all our lives is “the desire
called utopia,” an opposed and normative value system based on use-values: but that is in its
final horizons a redefined communism. … there is no full and lasting democracy without
communism, and vice versa. The failure to observe this has led to our plight today. 238

In the writers discussed thus far, largely supportive of pluralist utopia, we can see a recourse to
some underlying unity, forming a parallel to the earlier discussion of “open” utopias that were
not entirely divested of system. While this suggests that there are limits to the pluralist
argument, it does not necessarily weaken it. However, several writers problematise utopian
pluralism rather more thoroughly. Jameson, for example, examines its central motif,
decentralisation, and find its utopian promise largely extinguished. 239 Pluralism itself is at best
rendered ambiguous by a late capitalism which can effortlessly “arrogate the virtues of
multiplicity and difference to itself”: 240
This is indeed the ambiguity of postmodernism as a philosophy, that its progressive
endorsement of anti-essentialist multiplicity and perspectivism also replicates the very rhetoric
of the late-capitalist marketplace as such. 241

Levitas acknowledges that “We are all pluralists now”, and finds that critical utopia reflects a
contemporary understanding of “the contingency of our moral and conceptual frameworks”. 242
She agrees with Moylan that the texts he discussed place difference at the heart of utopia, by
contrast to fin de siècle works that acknowledge diversity but rarely depict it.243 However, she
calls into question some of the underlying assumptions. For example, in Woman on the Edge of
Time, given sufficient debating time, differences can always be worked through and decisions
agreed, but Levitas finds some questionable elisions here. Piercy’s utopia works on assumptions
that the shared interest will necessarily prevail over the partisan, and that “the rules of the
game” are agreed:
the problem with ‘we argue, how else?’ – especially in a society which is not culturally
homogeneous – is the presumption that agreement will be reached. This assumes that shared

237 Ibid, pp 294; Darko Suvin, Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology, Peter
Lang / Ralahine, Bern, 2010, pp 12-14.
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interests will override conflicting ones. It also assumes agreement over the terms of the debate,
the procedures of discussion, the frame of the argument. 244

Moreover, she has been sceptical of rainbow politics, dismissing the possibility that an alliance
of diverse groups might act as agents of change in place of the working class:
ever since the abandonment of the assumption that the proletariat would be the agents of
revolution, the problem of agency has been acute … The appeal to a rainbow alliance of
groups other than the industrial working class rightly points to the way in which that class, as
traditionally constituted and conceived, excludes women, blacks, gays. But the supposition that
it therefore would replace the working class as the saviour of us all was always naïve. 245

Yet the slow growth and flowering of any new idea can at first be seen as impossible or naïve.
Just a few decades later, we might recognise that the “rainbow alliance” has at least persisted;
and arguably the part of its perspective which embraces a diversity of race, gender and sexual
orientations and regards equality as a fundamental precept has become normative for the next
voting generation:
Battling the duality of traditional and non-conformist values and behaviors, Pivotals [b 19962000] have harnessed a lever that will move the world forward. … This generation is writing
new rules that favor liberal — almost radical — viewpoints on things like race, gender, identity
and sexuality. Socially and technologically empowered, they are arriving on the scene at a
crucial moment in history … “We believe that equality is non-negotiable”. 246

However, for those who experienced the reversals of the social gains of the mid-twentieth
century, dystopian orientations towards the “realisable” might be more familiar than utopian
ones, even when hope is preserved. Baccolini and Moylan locate their “critical dystopian”
period as one commencing in the late 1980s. 247 The category of “critical dystopia” was first
suggested by Sargent in response to works containing both eutopian and dystopian elements,
specifically Marge Piercy’s He, She and It (1991). 248 His critical dystopia is one “includes at least
one eutopian enclave or holds out hope that dystopia can be replaced by eutopia”. 249 For

244 Ibid, pp 111-112.
245 Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, p 227.
246 Leah Swartz, Skyler Huff, and Jason Harper, Getting to Know Gen Z: How the Pivotal Generation is Different from
Millenials, Barkley / FutureCast, Kansas City, 2017, published at https://www.barkleyus.com/wpcontent/uploads/2017/01/FutureCast_The-Pivotal-Generation.pdf, p 3.
247 Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, pp 3-4.
248 Marge Piercy, He, She and It, Borzoi / Alfred A Knopf, New York, 1991; Sargent, “The Three Faces of
Utopianism Revisited”, p 9.
249 Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, p 7. Sargent is quoted by Baccolini and Moylan,
citing “US Eutopias in the 1980s and 1990s: Self-Fashioning in a World of Multiple Identities”, Utopianism/
Literary Utopias and National Cultural Identities (ed P Spinozzi), University of Bologna, Bologna, 2001.
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Baccolini and Moylan, critical dystopias “maintain a utopian impulse” and, like critical utopia,
are radically open, oppositional and centred on alliance politics: 250
With an exploration of agency that is based in difference and multiplicity yet cannily reunited
in an alliance politics that speaks back in a larger though diverse collective voice, the new
dystopias not only critique the present triumphal system but also explore ways to transform it
that go beyond compromised left-centrist solutions. The texts, therefore, refresh the links
between imagination and utopia and utopia and awareness in decidedly pessimistic times. 251

Moylan suggests the critical dystopia is not a new form, but “rather a significant retrieval and
refunctioning of the most progressive possibilities inherent in the dystopian narrative”. 252 We
might observe that most of the “critical utopias” discussed by Moylan and the “critical
dystopias” identified by Moylan and Baccolini are examples of science fiction. The relationship
between utopia and science fiction now itself needs to be addressed.

Science fiction and utopia
Among the narratives to be discussed are science fiction, fantasy and hybrid science
fiction/fantasy works, and those that are neither. Implicitly, the assertion here is that utopia is
not a subgenre of science fiction, but it should be acknowledged that this matter is disputed.
Williams in 1978 compared science fiction and utopia, finding it “tempting to extend both
categories until they are loosely identical, and it is true that the presentation of otherness
appears to link them”. 253 However, he also finds that utopias of “willed transformation”
include examples both of societies possessing the scientific spirit and those advocating its
opposite, a return to the simple life. 254 The utopian tradition itself offers a “classical contrast”
between humanist utopia (More) and scientific utopia (Bacon). 255 While this might sound
unproblematic, it tends to run against Suvin’s 1973 assertion that “Strictly and precisely
speaking, utopia is not a genre but the socio-political subgenre of science fiction”. 256 In 2001
he wrote a more detailed version of this argument, whereby utopia has been part of science
fiction from around the time of H G Wells, but prior to that had its own independent lineage:
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utopian fiction is, today and retrospectively, both an independent aunt and a dependent
daughter of SF. The lines of consanguinity begin to intertwine in H.G. Wells’s sociobiological
SF, where biology is mainly a metaphor for social class. 257

Suvin’s location of utopia within science fiction is bound up with his concepts of cognitive
estrangement and the novum. Utopian construction is “based on estrangement arising out of an
alternative historical hypothesis”; this aligns it to science fiction wherein, “‘cognitive
estrangement’ is … the basis of the literary genre”. 258 Science fiction as a genre is definitionally
“distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional ‘novum’ (novelty, innovation) validated by
cognitive logic”. 259 Yet for Suvin the novum proper is formed in relation to history, so that the
value of science fiction lies not in its futurology but in its perspective on the present:
the cognitive value of all SF, including anticipation tales, is to be found in its analogical
reference to the author’s present rather than in predictions, discrete or global. Science-fictional
cognition is based on an esthetic hypothesis akin to the proceedings of satire or pastoral rather
than those of futurology or political programs. 260

The true novum is thus politically responsive, whether hopeful or pessimistic of change, it is not
mere technological extrapolation. 261 For Suvin, following Bloch, 262 those futuristic imaginings
which merely provide “melodramatic sensationalism” 263 against an unchanged ideological
backdrop are instances of the pseudo-novum or fake novum:
In brief, a novum is fake unless it in some way participates in and partakes of what Bloch
called the “front-line of historical process” – which for him (and for me) as a Marxist means a
process intimately concerned with strivings for a disalienation of people and their social life. 264

Science fiction, already pushed towards utopia by replacing “science” with “cognition”, is in
this construction almost identical to it: the “true novum” is to all intents and purposes, utopian.
Suvin is unrepentant about favouring “cognition” over “science”:
Politically speaking, what if science is the whore of capitalism helping it to infect the planet …?
… my quite conscious founding decision in Metamorphoses … to use the nomination of
“cognition” instead of “science” has been fully justified … 265

257 Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, pp 383-384.
258 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 42.
259 Darko Suvin, “Science Fiction and the Novum”, in Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology,
Ralahine/Peter Lang, Bern, 2010, p 67 (originally 1977).
260 Suvin, “Science Fiction and the Novum”, p 83.
261 Ibid, p 81.
262 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 4.
263 Suvin, “Science Fiction and the Novum”, p 80.
264 Ibid, p 87.
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Jameson follows Suvin both in suggesting that utopia is “the socio-economic sub-genre” of
science fiction and in finding that science fiction’s temporality serves to defamiliarise the
present rather than depict the future: 266
the present – in this society, and in the physical and psychic disassociation of the human
subjects who inhabit it – is inaccessible directly, is numb, habituated, empty of affect.
Elaborate strategies of indirection are therefore necessary if we are somehow to break through
our monadic insulation and to “experience”, for some first and real time, this present, which is
after all all we have. 267

For Jameson, science fiction’s unique form of defamiliarisation is that of turning our present
into the past of a future not yet come.268 Robinson shares this view and, like Suvin, turns
science fiction toward utopia:
All science fiction stories carry within them implicit histories connecting their futures back to
our present. They are historical simulations … It’s a mode of thought that is utopian in its very
operating principle … 269

Robinson does not explicitly refer to a “true novum”, but has been hopeful of “a new consensus
vision” of a sustainable future. 270 Jameson, on the contrary, asserts that while there are utopian
science fictions, these are necessarily marked by our failure to transcend existing limits. 271
Generically, science fiction is akin to its utopian sub-genre in that it draws attention to those
limits through the frequent thinness of its world-building: its very spatial constructedness is
suggestive of the possibility of a renewed human praxis. 272
Milner questions the attempt by Suvin and Jameson, and several other theorists under their
influence, to “retrospectively englobe” utopia within science fiction. 273 Following Williams, he
suggests it is the presence or absence of science which determines whether a utopia might or
might not be considered science fiction. 274 Utopia and science fiction are “cognate but distinct”

265 Suvin, “Where Are We? How Did We Get Here? Is There Any Way Out? Or, News from the Novum”, p 206.
266 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p xiv; Jameson, “Progress
versus Utopia, or, Can We Imagine the Future?”, p 286.
267 Jameson, “Progress versus Utopia, or, Can We Imagine the Future?”, p 287.
268 Ibid, p 288.
269 Kim Stanley Robinson, “Introduction”, in Future Primitive: The New Ecotopias, Tor / Tom Doherty Associates,
New York, 1994, p 9; Robinson, “Remarks on Utopia in the Age of Climate Change”, pp 10, 12, 20.
270 Robinson, “Introduction”, pp 10-11.
271 Jameson, “Progress versus Utopia, or, Can We Imagine the Future?”, pp 288-289.
272 Fredric Jameson, “Science Fiction as a Spatial Genre: Vonda McIntyre’s The Exile Waiting”, in Archaeologies of
the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, Verso, London and New York, 2007, p 309
(originally 1987).
273 Milner, Locating Science Fiction, p 91.
274 Ibid, p 98.
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forms, as are science fiction and dystopia, and science fiction and fantasy.275 Without belying a
possible role in appraising the present, Milner also restores futurity to the science fiction genre:
“the typical subject matter of SF is, indeed, future history”. 276 Utopia, despite its reference to
“topos” rather than “chronos”, might be located in either time or space. 277
Robinson also describes science fiction as future history, 278 within which he is staunchly
committed to the relevance of science. He suggests the institutions and methods of science are
a possible “utopian way”, refuting perspectives such as China Miéville’s where science is the
tool of capitalism; 279 his alliance politics would enrol scientists and the humanities as utopian
allies. 280 Science fiction does not englobe utopia, but is part of the utopian work of “rethinking
the future … to reimagine a sustainable human society”. 281

Fantasy and utopia
The relation between utopia and fantasy genre fiction is perhaps even more contentious.
Science fiction is at least considered by many utopian theorists as offering “a uniquely
privileged symbolic response to the conditions of existence in this [twentieth] century”. 282
Fantasy fiction’s relevance to our “conditions of existence” is often questioned, by contrast,
and additionally is often positioned as science fiction’s “other” and used to assert the latter’s
relevance and gravitas. 283 Within utopian studies, the argument against fantasy fiction is at
times a restatement of fairly conventionally pejoratives arising from a general critique of
fantasy. Jameson, for example, describes the genre variously as infantile, narcissistic, nostalgic,
compensatory, reactionary and aristocratic,284 standard terms of distaste for Tolkienesque
works from the early reviews of The Lord of the Rings onwards. 285 Perhaps more tellingly, he
distrusts the “non-historical vision” of mediaevalism’s good/evil binaries:
It is also worth mentioning the ahistorical nature of these ethical preoccupations, inasmuch as
it would seem to be the absence of any sense of history that most sharply differentiates fantasy
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from Science Fiction and must also be factored into any systematic comparison with Utopian
form. 286

The claim that it is “anti-Enlightenment” is also made, 287 less convincingly, given that fantasy
fiction abounds with figures and motifs which stand in for the scientist, the school, the hospital
and civil societal institutions, and that many works exhibit levelling strategies, from Tolkien’s
servant-become-hero Sam onwards. And surely fantasy fiction’s antagonism to modernity,
which Jameson identifies, must itself be read as a response to history of sorts. 288 The core
difficulty seems to lie in its perceived “regression to the pre-technological era”. 289 At the
surface level, that of plot, the genre offers no alternative historical hypothesis for the future. In
a similar vein, Suvin in his early analyses was careful to expel fantasy fiction from his definition
of utopia by framing the latter as “arising out of an alternative historical hypothesis”, thereby
rejecting the claims of “myth, fantasy, folktale, Cockayne, and Terrestrial Paradise”. 290 In a later
essay, he recuperated some portion of the fantasy genre, finding that in “a precious fraction,
they may be vehicles of beneficence, critiques of alienating powers”.291 Rather than placing
fantasy fiction outside utopia, Suvin’s later analysis finds that heroic fantasy is typically “a
complex mixture of ideology and Utopia”, in that it both reproduces aspects of “alienated
reality” and offers compensations for it. 292 However, he reaffirms his critique of the genre’s
ahistoricity, finding it defined not by the presence of magic but by the creation of “historically
unanchored worlds”, 293 a new twist on existing definitions of fantasy based on the “subcreation” of secondary worlds. 294 For Suvin, even though the genre is energised by the desires
of oppressed classes,295 rather than interrogate history fantasy fiction typically denies it:
This movement into a different and radically simplified, expurgated Otherwhere is the
founding gesture of cleavage and distancing as constitutive of Fantasy as King Utopus’s cutting
off the New Island of Utopia from the old continent or Cyrano’s flight to the Moon and the
Sun. 296
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However, he sets aside his early blanket dismissal when he finds that a few exceptional
“superior fantasy” works do offer a cognitive response to history, citing Le Guin, Andre
Norton, C J Cherryh and others. For example, telepathy might offer “a fairly clear parable of
the yearning for collective understanding”, attempts might be made to rebalance relations with
animals “and other Others”, or there could be an articulation of “anti-hierarchic selfdetermination”. 297 Ultimately, Suvin reaffirms his view that science fiction is more likely to
offer vital critique than fantasy fiction’s often “degraded, pseudo-utopianism”, but
acknowledges that the question has to be decided “for each text or grouping of texts”: 298
Let me therefore revoke, probably to general regret, my blanket rejection of fantastic fiction.
The divide between cognitive (pleasantly useful) and non-cognitive (useless) does not run
between SF and fantastic fiction but inside each—though in rather different ways and in
different proportions, for there are more obstacles to liberating cognition in the latter. 299

One might point to an additional problem with the privileging of science fiction over fantasy
fiction: much of the former is also compensatory and premised on individual rather than
collective power, albeit excised through technology rather than magic; only a portion of its
cognition is utopian or dystopian. As Milner points out:
SF may indeed be occasionally utopian (as in Bellamy’s Looking Backward, but more recently,
and perhaps more importantly, in Banks); it has more often been dystopian (Čapek, Huxley,
Orwell, Zamyatin); but is even more often neither. 300

Further, a good part of science fiction relies on a kind of techno-wizardry. Hyper-drives, time
machines and matter transmitters are akin to the fantastic; they enlarge human powers with
quasi-magical effect, often with little explanation, and transport us anywhere we please, in
barefaced defiance of the laws of physics. Miéville reminds us that this has been contentious in
science fiction since Wells:
It is nothing new, of course, to point out that much of the supposed science in SF is precisely
that – supposed. More than that, it is often mistaken, spurious or ‘pseudo’. 301

Science fiction’s generic claim is not in fact based in science or cognition per se; rather, Miéville
suggests, certain elements are first persuasively established and then accepted by readers and
authors as proper to cognitive logic rather than fantasy. 302 As to science fiction’s “historical
hypothesis”, Levitas appears to cast doubt on this claim too, suggesting apropos of critical
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utopias that the “presentation of alternative futures, multiple possibilities and fragmented
images of time reflects a lack of confidence about whether and how a better world can be
reached”. 303
Rather than oppose science fiction and fantasy and their respective claims to utopia, Moylan
offers the alternative suggestion that fantasy fiction, science fiction and utopia might all be
positioned within the romance mode as theorised by Northrop Frye:
The romantic mode is centered around a process of wish fulfillment or utopian fantasy that
aims at a displacement and transfiguration of the given historical world in such a way as to revive
the conditions of a lost paradise or to anticipate a future kingdom in which suffering and
limitations have been effaced. 304

This is helpful in allowing us to note the presence of markers from the romance tradition
which appear in utopian fictions (eg the journey and return, the interlude of living among
strangers), in science fiction (the exploring party, the ship confronted with uncanny
phenomena), in fantasy (good versus evil, riddles and portents) or are a mainstay of all three
(fantastic encounters, ethical heroes, a sense of wonder). Moylan’s theorisation places these
generic qualities in some kind of continuity, or, as Milner describes it, allows us to understand
them as cognate genres. A fantasy work might, then, contain a utopia, or a utopia might be
expressed fantastically.
Citing Bloch and Marcuse, Moylan suggests that fantasising can resist oppressive realities and
preserve images of freedom. 305 Yet he also worries that utopias which merely yearn for desired
worlds, without an account of how they might be achieved, could “absorb in wish-fulfillment
the libidinal energy needed for their historical realization”. 306 Mannheim had similarly
acknowledged the expressive power of myth and romance but questioned whether this was
oppositional, so that on the whole he decided they lay outside utopia:
Myths, fairy tales, other-worldly promises of religion, humanistic fantasies, travel romances,
have been continually changing expressions of that which was lacking in actual life. They were
more nearly complementary colours in the picture of the reality existing at the time than
utopias working in opposition to the status quo and disintegrating it. 307

The questionable status of fantasy fiction thus constantly returns us to fundamental debates on
utopia itself. Fantasy might suggest paradise but rarely depicts a willed transformation; it might
“educate desire” and take an oppositional stance, but this is largely unaccompanied by a
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collective praxis. If utopia is defined as the program of “oppositional classes” or as “willed
transformation”, fantasy’s inclusion has to rest on exceptional works, as Suvin suggests.
Alternatively, its inclusion depends on a broad rather than a narrow definition, as Levitas
suggests, allowing that utopia may have a compensatory function, particularly at times when
“there is no hope of changing the social and material circumstances”. 308 This returns us to
Bloch’s “hope that hopes”. On this point, it must remain an open possibility that at least some
mediaevalist fantasy fiction occupies a position within modernity which is not (or not merely)
an odd admixture of aristocratic and peasant traditions but has a political, oppositional role
equivalent to that of “peasant” tales of fairies and tricksters, which Jameson cites with
approval. 309 We might also be suspicious of the act of excision itself: if fantasy had no claim to
utopia, it would hardly need to be rejected as its indigestible portion.

Delineating utopia
These debates illuminate some boundary problems of utopia. Must a utopia depict a willed
transformation (Williams)? Is utopia exclusively the prerogative of oppressed classes
(Mannheim and Suvin)? Does the vision have to be radically different to qualify (Suvin)? Even
more strikingly, they make judgments. Some imaginings are more “properly utopian”, represent
“utopia’s strongest function” or are the “most progressive”. This surely comes out of the
flowthrough of hope that is invested by the utopianists in the world-changing figurations they
are analysing. We can see a future-orientated desire in the judgments that are cast, particularly
the oppositions of concrete/abstract (Bloch), constructive/critical (Goodwin and Taylor),
program/impulse (Jameson), anti-authoritarian/blueprint (Bernari), dynamic/static (Wells’s
narrator), open/closed (Moylan), hopeful/desirous (Levitas), critical/co-opted (Moylan),
located in history/ahistorical (Suvin and Jameson), radical/backward-looking (Suvin and
Jameson), catalysing change/consolatory (Levitas, with critical as a third possibility).
Here, it is helpful to reflect on Sargent’s insistence that utopia be considered “an ‘essentially
contested concept,’ or a concept about which there is fundamental disagreement”. 310 By
implication, he argues, any discussion of utopia should set out its terms. In this, I find myself
reluctant to exclude or dismiss any work from consideration based simply on one of the above
binaries. To this extent I agree with the theorists who propose them: if a work had none or few
of the features identified as productive and instead had most of those identified as problematic,
it would probably be either of little interest or a counter-utopia. However, what is achieved in
art can and does escape the confines of such meerstones. Avatar, for example, might fall

308 Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, p 222.
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310 Lyman Tower Sargent, “Book Review: Michael J Griffin, and Tom Moylan, ed Exploring the Utopian Impulse:
Essays on Utopian Thought and Practice”, Utopian Studies, 2008, vol 19, no 2, pp 351-352.
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outside some definitions of utopia, or alternatively be roundly condemned, for its promotion of
desire rather than hope, its backward-looking gaze to pre-modernity and its fantasy-based
transformation. Yet as a work it is intended to catalyse change, it has an affective meditation on
loss and depicts activism and struggle. Moreover, as Levitas points out, a utopia might point
not only to what is desired but to what is lacking:
whatever we think of particular utopias, we learn a lot about the experience of living under any
set of conditions by reflecting upon the desires which those conditions generate and yet leave
unfulfilled. For that is the space which utopia occupies. 311

Rather than take any of these oppositions, or even desire itself, as definitive, I propose to take
them as valuable points of consideration among a constellation of possibilities. Accordingly,
both following Sargent’s stricture that one should lay out one’s terms, 312 and resisting the
temptation to circumscribe utopia by insisting on a specific function such as educating desire
(Abensour), willed transformation (Williams) or transgression (Sargisson), for the purposes of
this thesis I offer the following broad definition:
A utopian fiction is one which offers details of a space – whether an otherworld, a society or a shared way of
living – depicting an enactment of “a better life for us all”.
A few additional points now need to be made.
“Space … depicting an enactment”: Utopia has been variously situated in time and locale, from the
distant past to the far future, on islands, in hidden valleys, in the New World and on far-flung
planets. “Space” is intended to capture all these geo-temporal possibilities. In addition to works
where a utopia encompasses an entire nation or people, it admits those fictions where utopian
spaces are not foregrounded but do make an appearance, including certain utopian possibilities
within “critical dystopias”.313 However works which merely hint at a utopian resolution, such
as Cormac McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic The Road, would not qualify on the basis that few or no
details are given. 314 Arguably “depicting an enactment” more closely resembles the “utopian
program” described by Jameson as aligned to More than his “utopian impulse” as theorised by
Bloch, but it does not map exactly to either concept. It is closer to Sargent’s “in some detail”,
and at times it might be enacted in a single building.315
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For Jameson, utopia’s project is to consider the functioning of entire social systems: “Utopian
form is itself a representational meditation on radical difference, radical otherness, and on the
systematic nature of the social totality, to the point where one cannot imagine any fundamental
change in our social existence which has not first thrown off Utopian visions like so many
sparks from a comet”. 316 He places “the individual building as a space of Utopian investment”
within utopian impulse, because it attempts to express the whole but can only do so
allegorically. 317 Impulse describes “an allegorical process in which various Utopian figures seep
into the daily life of things and people and afford an incremental, and often unconscious,
bonus of pleasure”. 318 However, the building here sorted into utopian impulse is the actual, not
the textual, building, reasonably enough, as an actual building cannot plausibly represent the
wholeness of a city. In the case of a text, however, it is possible to argue to the contrary: that a
single-site community can be drawn in such a way that it maps or elucidates a broader set of
social questions and rehearses possible replies. Jameson places textual utopias within the
category of “program” precisely for their mapping potential:
The social totality is always unrepresentable … but it can sometimes be mapped and allow a
small-scale model to be constructed on which the fundamental tendencies and the lines of
flight can more clearly be read. At other times, this representational process is impossible … 319

While it seems likely that Jameson did not have such limited depictions as house utopias in
mind, this study will nevertheless admit a selection of smaller utopian enactments, those that
don’t “seep” but are hard-won, creative, pockets of resistance to oppression or suppression
and hope for a revisioned future. These enactments can be expressive of radical difference and
offer “a gesture of pointing, a wide-eyed glance from here to there” to a surrounding
community, 320 to which they stand in relation much as the critical utopias do to the hostile
nations at their borders.
“A better life”: “Better” here resembles Suvin’s utopian vector, in that it is directional but is
subtly different to a telos, an end point. A vector might point to infinity, representing a goal
which is infinitely receding, such as an improved standard of living. Or, within certain spaces,
such as Einsteinian space-time or the surface of a torus, continuing in any one direction may
eventually lead one back to a starting point, analogous to those over-determined utopias that
appear to lead back to dystopia. Or an end-point may shift, for example when it is renegotiated
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by a collectivity within a dynamic utopian space, or it may be multiple, as in heterotopia, 321 or it
may be ill-defined, as in the early stages of a movement. Finally, a vector may point towards an
impossible or unreachable space, the nowhere of outopia, as in the quest for perfection. 322 All
we can truly say of “better” is that implies a desire for change which has directional aspects
(whether social, political, materialistic, environmental or otherwise), and that the concept often
but not always possesses an associated teleological shadow which may be strong, weak,
multiple or diffuse.
“For us all”: this implies that a utopia reaches beyond the bounds of particular interest
groups/visions. Goodwin and Taylor considered this question in detail, referring to several
other critics including Servier, who denied utopian status to millenarian doctrines for
constructing an “elect” which excluded a “non-elect”, 323 and Muccielli, who argued that closed
or exclusive visions were immoral and that “only utopias which reinforce the solidarity of
mankind merit the name”. 324 Goodwin and Taylor were particularly challenged by the slaves in
Plato’s Republic: 325 if the slaves were better off in Plato’s republic than in historical Athens, was
this or was it not an inclusive vision? They concluded that it was so on the grounds that all
must benefit in utopia, but not necessarily equally:
If we stipulated that all must benefit equally in utopia, we would be in danger of imposing a
particular ideal, egalitarianism, on the definition – an improper step in terms of the present
attempt to identify the nature of utopian thought and its political role. So we must be content
with the stipulation that utopia should aim to benefit everyone, albeit to differing degrees. 326

I would support this view, and suggest that even such a minimal requirement can be used to
refute neoliberalism’s claim to utopia. Although Adam Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations lends neoliberalism the fiction of the invisible hand of the market,
nevertheless his asserted belief that trade would enrich all nations was manifestly utopian. 327

321 Michel Foucault, “Different Spaces”, in Essential Works of Foucault Volume 2: Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology,
ed James D Faubion, Allen Lane and the Penguin Press, London, 1998 (originally 1984). An example is Samuel
R Delany, Triton, Bantam Books, New York, 1976.
322 Goodwin and Taylor suggest that “’utopia’ denotes an elaborate vision of ‘the good life’ in a perfect society
which is viewed as integrated totality: such a vision transcends normal idealism”: Goodwin and Taylor, The
Politics of Utopia: A Study in Theory and Practice, p 16. David Hume is an example of a utopian writer who
explicitly refers to a perfect society, however, most utopian writers in more recent eras are careful to avoid this
claim: David Hume, “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth”, in Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary, ed Eugene F
Miller, 1987 (originally 1742).
323 Jean Servier, Histoire De L’utopie, Gallimard, 1967, p 354.
324 Roger Mucchielli, Le Mythe De La Cité Idéale, Presses Universitaires de France, 1960, p 238.
325 Plato, The Republic.
326 Goodwin and Taylor, The Politics of Utopia: A Study in Theory and Practice, p 18.
327 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, University of Chicago Press, Chicago,
1976 (originally 1904).
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The same could not be said of the founders and members of the Mont Pèleron society, such as
Friedrich von Hayek:
Hayek hit upon the brilliant notion of developing the “double truth” doctrine of
neoliberalism—namely, an elite would be tutored to understand the deliciously transgressive
Schmittian necessity of repressing democracy, while the masses would be regaled with ripping
tales of “rolling back the nanny state” and being set “free to choose”—by convening a closed
Leninist organization of counter-intellectuals. 328

Some neoliberal supporters might in the past have genuinely believed in such fantasies as
trickle-down economics or economic tides lifting all boats, but well-publicised data on trends in
rising inequality 329 and mass appropriation of wealth by an elite 330 now clearly exposes these
fables as ingenuous, counter-utopian manifestations of ideology.
This thesis focuses instead on those utopian works which seek versions of “better” which look
beyond the interests of particular groups. In keeping with the concerns of our era, as identified
by Moylan in his analysis of “critical utopia”, they are more likely to resist class privilege, be
egalitarian for women (utopias with this characteristic date from at least the early nineteenth
century in Charles Fourier, and arguably with Plato), for citizens of any race (dating at least
from Cicero, and in the modern period from at least the early twentieth century in Wells), 331
and for other groups such as people with disabilities (dating from at least the late nineteenth
century in Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward 2000–1887). 332
The explicit topic of study in this thesis implies a need to extend “us” beyond the unified
human order. Critically, “us” will be extended beyond the entirely human, reaching towards
natural systems as well as individual non-human beings and groups of non-humans. This aspect
takes us on to ecophilosophy.

328 Philip Mirowski, “Postface: Defining Neoliberalism”, in The Road from Mont Pèlerin: The Making of the Neoliberal
Thought Collective, ed Philip Mirowski and Dieter Plehwe, 2nd edn, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA)
and London, 2015.
329 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, trans Arthur Goldhammer, Belknap Press/Harvard
University Press, Cambridge (Mass), 2014 (originally in French in 2013).
330 Joseph E Stiglitz, The Great Divide: Unequal Societies and What We Can Do about Them, W W Norton, New York,
2015.
331 Charles Fourier, Design for Utopia: Selected Writings of Charles Fourier, trans Julia Franklin, Schocken Books, New
York, 1971 (originally 1901); Marcus Tullius Cicero, The Republic and The Laws, ed Niall Rudd and Jonathan
Powell, trans Niall Rudd, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, see Laws p 108 (originally c 54-52BC
(Republic), c 52-51BC (Laws)); Wells, A Modern Utopia; Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000–1887. Hannaford
argues that the “ideal citizen” was not racially based in classical times, and that race as a socio-political category
is fully-formed as an idea only from the nineteenth century: Ivan Hannaford, Race: The History of an Idea in the
West, Woodrow Wilson Center Press, Washington, 1996, p 9.
332 Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000–1887, pp 131, 133.
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II
Ecophilosophy and utopia
Utopian praxis and orientation
Traditionally, utopian categories were based on aspects of societal systems, such as politics,
education, law and order, work and gender relations. Utopian critics have, however, extended
our understanding of utopia towards praxis. Moylan has teased out from his “critical utopias”
evidence that while the more traditional categories might still scaffold a utopia, the shape it
takes is open to challenge and change from within. 333 Bloch’s concrete utopia is mediated by
history, and “the root of history is the working, creating man, who rebuilds and transforms the
given circumstances of the world”. 334 Levitas offers utopianism itself as a sociopolitical
method, the “imaginary reconstitution of society”, through which current societal directions
can be critiqued and alternative futures provisionally conceptualised. 335 Jameson proposes that
utopia is a meditation on the limits of current thought, bringing into view the latter’s
confinement in class-based ideology. 336
The ecological crises make a utopian praxis more urgent. Although utopian attempts to enact
and test better ways of being have previously encountered worsening historical conditions,
arguably none were so grave as the current diminution of living systems. Moylan discusses
critical utopia in the context of the coming together of ecology, feminist, self-management and
other movements to develop “new conceptions and practices of social and natural relations”. 337
Marius de Geus distinguishes ecological “utopias of sufficiency” from technological “utopias of
abundance”. 338 For Levitas, utopian fiction must not reimagine not only human happiness but
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Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p xix.
Bloch, The Principle of Hope, vol 1 p 18; Bloch, On Karl Marx, p 44.
Levitas, Utopia as Method: The Imaginary Reconstitution of Society, p xi.
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp xiii, 232-233.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 199.
Marius de Geus, Ecological Utopias: Envisioning the Sustainable Society, trans Paul Schwartzman, International
Books, Utrecht, 1999, pp 20-21 (originally 1996).
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also “alternative ways of life that would be ecologically and socially sustainable” and the
utopian method entails “critiquing the present, exploring alternatives, imagining ourselves
otherwise and experimenting with prefigurative practices”. 339 De Geus suggests that
environmental utopias can help us to rethink positions, reflect on ecological, economic and
other relationships, provide new interpretive frameworks and paradigms, shed light on
overlooked tendencies and encourage future-oriented thinking. 340 For the purposes of our
study, praxis relates to utopia’s reinhabitation of the world, in its textual representation.
“Utopianism is both an attitude and a method”, Sargisson suggests.341 Here, we will prefer to
use the term “orientation” rather than “attitude”, following Williams. He describes the
“dominant orientation” as viewing the world and its life forms, including people, as so much
material for exploitation: “nothing but raw material: in the earth, in other people, and finally in
the self”. 342 The alternative orientation we need, he suggests, is one where life forms, land
forms and people are perceived as interdependent and connected:
The way forward is in the neglected, often repressed but still surviving alternative, which
includes many conscious interventions in a constituted nature but which selects and directs
these by a fundamental sense of the necessary connections with nature and of these
connections as interactive and dynamic. This can emerge, in practice, only if it is grounded in a
conception of other people in the same connected terms. 343

This particular orientation can be described as interconnectedness. Orientation is a more inclusive
term than attitude, since it additionally carries the sense of “the ability to locate oneself in one’s
environment”, 344 thus acknowledging the situatedness of both the text and its subjects. For a
text, too, as well as its utopian citizens, will be considered a speaking subject which has
“beingness”, as suggested by Edward Said:
The paradox is that something as impersonal as a text, or a record, can nevertheless deliver an
imprint or a trace of something as lively, immediate, and transitory as a “voice” … Considered
as I have been considering it, then, style neutralizes the worldlessness, the silent, seemingly
uncircumstanced existence of a solitary text. It is not only that any text, if it is not immediately
destroyed, is a network of often colliding forces, but also that a text in its actually being a text is
a being in the world; it therefore addresses anyone who reads … 345
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Levitas, Utopia as Method: The Imaginary Reconstitution of Society, pp 198, 219.
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Our interest in the utopian textual subject lies specifically in its reinhabitory praxes and its
orientations, of which Williams’s interconnectness is an example. Utopian praxis has been theorised
by the utopian critics discussed in Part I. To explore the possibilities of “orientation” we will
need an appropriate vocabulary and set of concepts, and for these I turn to ecophilosophy.

Ecophilosophy
Freya Mathews defines ecophilosophy as a “radical project involving the reappraisal of basic
presuppositions of Western thought in the light of their implications for our relation to the
natural world”. 346 Aspects of this type of thinking have a long history. Paul Shepard notes that
a philosophical perspective on how humans and other organisms interact with each other within
environment “is very old and has been part of philosophy and art for thousands of years”. 347
As a discursive formation or community around a shared project of reappraisal, however,
“ecophilosophy” appears to have emerged between the late 1960s and mid-1970s. 348 This
places it against the historical background of increasing ecological awareness, social movements
and protest. In 1969, Shepard had noted that there was “no body of thought and technique
which frames an ecology of man”, 349 and edited an anthology of ecology essays with David
McKinley which included a philosophically titled section “Ethos, Ecos, and Ethics”. 350
Shepard’s introduction was notably ecophilosophical: describing the “emerging world
ecological crises” such as over-population, he embraced concepts of interconnection, “inness”,
community, relatedness, interpenetration and symbiosis. 351 Conversely, he related dualism, separateness
and hierarchy to a “prevailing philosophy of anti-nature and human omnipotence”. Shepard
was here engaged in a reappraisal that would quickly become characteristic of ecophilosophy.
In 1973 the Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss argued that “in so far as ecology movements
deserve our attention, they are ecophilosophical rather than ecological”. 352 In 1976 George
Sessions launched and published the first issue of an occasional newsletter titled
Ecophilosophy. 353 His inaugural issue was able to present around a dozen pages of reviews and

346 Freya Mathews, “Ecological Philosophy”, in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed Edward Craig, vol 3:
Decartes to Gender Science, Routledge, London and New York, 1998, p 197.
347 Paul Shepard, “Introduction: Ecology and Man—a Viewpoint”, in The Subversive Science: Essays Toward an Ecology
of Man, ed Paul Shepard and Daniel McKinley, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1969, p 1.
348 Mathews locates its appearance within the academy of the early 1970s: “Ecological Philosophy”, p 197.
349 Shepard, “Introduction: Ecology and Man—a Viewpoint”, p 1.
350 Paul Shepard and Daniel McKinley (eds), The Subversive Science: Essays Toward an Ecology of Man, Houghton
Mifflin, Boston, 1969.
351 Shepard, “Introduction: Ecology and Man—a Viewpoint”, pp 1-3.
352 Arne Næss, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement. A Summary”, Inquiry, 1973, no 16,
p 99.
353 George Sessions, Ecophilosophy, Nos 1-6, archived on Environmental Ethics web site, 1976-1984, published at
http://environmentalethics.info/ecophilosophy.html.

57

/ Anne

Melano

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

commentary on ecophilosophical works published during the previous five years, discussing
concepts such as anthropocentrism, new materialism, environmental ethics, animal rights,
secular mysticism and the contribution of the “industrial-technocratic world-view” to
environmental crises. 354 Sessions also noted that general philosophy and ethics titles were
beginning to include ecological sections. 355 By 1976, then, the field was already well underway.

Deep ecology
In 1973, Næss published an article suggesting that there were two forms of ecology movement,
a shallow, fundamentally human-centred ecology and a biocentric “deep ecology”. 356 Deep
ecology, he wrote, would see living organisms – including humans – not as discrete subjects in
an environment, but as intersections in a total field, and, as such, partly constituted by these
relationships. In deep ecology, relations would be characterised by partnership, symbiosis, diversity,
classlessness and “live and let live”. 357 Næss also advocated localism and decentralisation, to both
protect life in a region from adverse decisions made from afar and reduce energy consumption.358
A particularly controversial concept in the same paper was that of “biospherical egalitarianism”,
the in-principle right of other organisms to live and thrive, equal to that of humans. 359 This
biocentric stance of deep ecology has been variously critiqued as radically anti-humanist, or as
giving rise to practical contradictions each time human interests are privileged. 360
Sessions and others joined Næss soon after, and contributed to a body of deep ecological
writing and thinking. In 1984, Næss and Sessions wrote their eight “Basic Principles”, 361 or the
“Deep Ecology Platform”. 362 These encompassed: the intrinsic value of life and its flourishing,
both human and non-human; the valuing of a diversity of life forms; “vital needs” as the only
justification for reducing the richness and diversity of life; the need for a decrease in human

George Sessions, “An Informal Newsletter”, Ecophilosophy, 1976, no 1, pp 1-14.
Ibid, pp 10-11.
Næss, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement. A Summary”.
Ibid, pp 96-97.
Ibid, p 98.
Ibid, pp 95-96, 98.
For example, Bookchin describes deep ecology as “Malthusian anti-humanism”: Murray Bookchin, “Social
Ecology versus Deep Ecology”, in Philosophical Dialogues: Arne Næss and the Progress of Ecophilosophy, ed Nina
Witoszek and Andrew Brennan, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham (MD) and Oxford, 1999, p 287 (originally
1987). William C French argues that biospherical egalitarianism creates moral confusion as deep ecologists in
practice must rank interests and do often place human interests over those of others: William C French,
“Against Biospherical Egalitarianism”, in Philosophical Dialogues: Arne Næss and the Progress of Ecophilosophy, ed
Nina Witoszek and Andrew Brennan, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham (MD) and Oxford, 1999, p 128
(originally 1995).
361 Published in Bill Devall and George Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living As If Nature Mattered, Gibbs Smith, Salt Lake
City, 1985, pp 69-70.
362 See Arne Næss, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle: Outline of an Ecosophy, ed David Rothenberg, trans David
Rothenberg, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1990, pp 28-29 (originally
published 1989; based on a 1976 work in Norwegian).
354
355
356
357
358
359
360
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population; and an appreciation of “life quality” over standard of living. 363 This set of
principles was not intended to be a complete statement, but rather to offer a common basis for
supporters of deep ecology, around which individuals might shape an “ecological
consciousness” and their personally worked out “ecosophy”. 364 Such a structure, encouraging a
plurality of ethical philosophical positions based around a common platform, suggests that a
deep ecological approach to any particular situation might be negotiated, responsive and open
to diverse experiences and cultures. Mathews notes that this multiplicity, and a resulting
willingness to draw not merely on science but on cultural ideas such as myth and spirituality, is
a strength of deep ecology’s contribution to the ecophilosophical project. 365 We can also
observe certain obvious correspondences with Moylan’s “critical utopia”: deep ecology is clear
in its demand for an alternative to anthropocentric formations; the rejection of blueprints; and
a willingness to negotiate across diversity.

Other ecophilosophical streams
The different streams in ecophilosophical thought are complexly interrelated to each other, but
here I will undertake a no doubt unavoidably reductive indicative list. Murray Bookchin’s social
ecology, developed over several decades from the 1960s, is a utopian vision for a communalist
society. 366 His model is anarchosocialist in structure, with federated local communities and
decision-making through popular democratic assemblies. 367 Rejecting the biospherical
egalitarianism of deep ecology, 368 he posits a “second nature” status for humanity, given its
ability to make decisions affecting “first nature”, that is, biological nature in its “relatively
unconscious natural development”. 369 Social ecology is to be infused with a “vitality of life and
an ecological sensibility” 370 and will make rational decisions which do not set aside all
technology or urban life, 371 but favour the ecological/social over the economic:
In the end, our choice — that primal exercise of freedom — will be between an
ecocommunity or a market community, a society infused by life or a society infused by gain. 372
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Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy, p 11; Murray Bookchin, “The
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His vision is one of “a reharmonization of nature and humanity through a reharmonization of
human with human”.373
Carolyn Merchant identifies spiritual ecology as a third area of radical ecological thought. Like
deep ecology, spiritual ecology aims to transform human consciousness, but in this case by
drawing on religious and spiritual beliefs and practices which can be (re)aligned towards
ecological modes such as reverence for nature. This is a braided rather than a single stream, since
it encompasses such disparate possibilities as feminist Goddess worship, pagan revivals and
Christian stewardship.374
Freya Mathews describes ecofeminism as a further ecophilosophical stream. 375 Ecofeminist
theorists posit that the human/nature dualism is merely one of the many dualisms that pervade
Western thought, which include mind/body, subject/object, man/woman,
coloniser/colonised, such that “the ideological rehabilitation of nature cannot be achieved
without the concurrent rehabilitation of women, colonized races, and other oppressed
groups”. 376 Ecofeminists view the devastation of the earth as a feminist concern. 377 Maria Mies
and Vandana Shiva place the emergence of ecofeminism in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 378
Alan Marshall, in a discussion of non-anthropocentric environmentalisms, identifies three
additional streams, ecosocialism, Third World ecology theories, and bioregionalism. 379
Ecosocialists such as Chris Williams theorise the relationship between capitalism and the
environment crises, drawing partly on insights gained by reappraising Marx and Engels’s
theories such as materialism and metabolic rift. Williams reimagines a utopian future where
nation-states have been abolished: “There will be a true globalization—worldwide integration
of natural and human resources in the interests of all life—human and non-human”. 380 Third
world ecology locates the source of ecological crises in the domination of the “global South”
by the “global North”. From this perspective, Ariel Salleh writes: “climate change politics
demands an understanding of class, but also an understanding of how the hegemon of the
economic North uses cultural weapons of racialisation and gendering to his own accumulative

373 Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy, p 11.
374 Carolyn Merchant, Radical Ecology: The Search for a Liveable World, Routledge, New York and London, 1992, pp
111-126.
375 Mathews, “Ecological Philosophy”, p 200.
376 Ibid.
377 Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism, Spinifex, Melbourne, 1993, p 13.
378 Ibid.
379 Alan Marshall, The Unity of Nature: Wholeness and Disintegration in Ecology and Science, Imperial College Press,
London, 2002, p 68.
380 Chris Williams, Ecology and Socialism: Solutions to Capitalist Ecological Crisis, Haymarket Books, Chicago, 2010, p
225.
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ends”. 381 Her proposal for a “new social contract … premised on nothing less than the
common sovereignty of energy, land, water, and air” is a utopian expression of the desire for
decolonisation and reinhabitation. 382 Bioregionalism as expressed by Kirkpatrick Sale ascribes
the source of catastrophe to the “industrio-scientific worldview”, 383 and offers as its forward
dreaming the hope that we become “dwellers in the land … comprehending the earth as a
living creature”, with a deep understanding of and connection to place. 384
A number of highly regarded academic theorists have also contributed substantially to the
various debates without fully subscribing to any of the above positions. Arguably, however, the
diversity of positions within ecophilosophy, both in its critique and its variety of utopian loci,
striate but do not fracture its status as a distinctive body of thought. It is not necessary to find
either a centre or a boundary. Drawing on Foucault’s model of discursive formations, we can
see that ecophilosophy has particular conditions of formation, and that these have given rise to
distinctive concepts, enunciative modalities, objects and theoretical strategies. 385 We can also
see that concepts such as anthropocentrism, holism and biocentrism give rise to particular
debates, that shared institutions (such as the journal Environmental Ethics) are used to carry out
the debates between positions, and that theorists from different positions can use the same
objects to argue the same problems. Furthermore, particular enunciative modalities may be
deployed not readily available within neighbouring fields such as scientific ecology or analytical
philosophy, such as the acceptability of interludes of spiritual or aesthetic lyricism in journals.

Reinhabitation – concepts from ecophilosophy
Notes on two terms: “Other-than-human”, “World”
Given what we now know about our shared genetic code or DNA, there is little if any life on
this planet that can truly be described as fully “other-than-human”. The term “other-kin”
would be more accurate and is an appealing dipole expressing both difference and similarity.
However, it is already used by the “furry” subculture, the transspecies people who identify
wholly or partly as animals. “Other-than-human” has the advantage of potentially gathering up
all other entities and groups for whom conativity might sometimes be claimed, such as rocks
(the Red movement in Robinson’s Red Mars 386) or rivers.

381 Ariel Salleh, “A Strategy for the Commons: Draft Working Paper for Discussion”, presented at the Climate
Action Research Group: Key Forces for Climate Action conference, Sydney, 5 March 2010.
382 Ibid, p 11.
383 Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers in the Land: The Bioregional Vision, Sierra Club Books, San Francisco, 1985, p 37.
384 Ibid, pp 41-42.
385 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, pp 31-64.
386 Kim Stanley Robinson, Red Mars, HarperCollins, London, 1996 (originally 1992).
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Used without an article and with a capital, “World” is intended to describe the living planet, but
with a sense of presence and immediacy that is more intimate than the scientific “biosphere”. It
suggests consciousness and connection, centred on place. “World” might, from time to time,
be named (for example, “Gaia”) but a personification or deification is not implicit in the term.
In the use of this term, I acknowledge Freya Mathews, who described “poetic address to
world” in her article On Desiring Nature. 387
Timothy Morton suggests that World has come to an end, that catastrophe has already
occurred, 388 and we are like citizens unaware of the nuclear cloud blossoming behind us during
our last few seconds of life:389
The worry is not whether the world will end, as in the old model of the dis-astron, but whether
the end of the world is already happening, or whether perhaps it might already have taken place. A
deep shuddering of temporality occurs. …
What ecological thought must do, then, is unground the human by forcing it back onto the
ground, which is to say, standing on a gigantic object called Earth inside a gigantic entity called
biosphere. 390

The conditions under which we live, he argues, no longer support several of the concepts used
here, such as holism, inhabitation or aesthetics, nor are these terms helpful in ecological
understanding. They suggest a possible Nature outside of ourselves, a postponement of the
future, a possible distance. Rather, he concludes, we are all already living inside new
“hyperobjects” such as global warming and nuclear waste: “Haunting a charnel ground is a
much better analogy for ecological coexistence than inhabiting a world”. 391
Furthermore, to grapple with the actual conditions of our existence will involve taking care of
the “hyperobjects” with which we already live; all life on the planet must now be
accommodated inside these.
The subtitle of this thesis echoes with Morton’s broader argument. The texts, however, are
more hopeful about available temporal and spatial arcs; they are, after all, utopias. While it must
be acknowledged that this implies we are engaged in an elegiac analysis of the dreams of already

387 Freya Mathews, “On Desiring Nature”, EarthSong, 2011, vol 2, no 1, Autumn 2011, p 13.
388 Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology After the End of the World, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis and London, 2013, p 7.
389 Ibid, p 103.
390 Ibid, pp 16-18.
391 Ibid, p 126.
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lost possibilities, many of our textual beings do believe in World, and holism, and inhabitation;
which is not to neglect the terms Morton implies are more helpful: care and coexistence. 392

Concepts
The concepts we will need to understand the reinhabitory orientations in our utopian texts are
not theoretical constructs, such as bioregionalism, anthropomorphism, or deep ecology. They
are, rather, a set of possible ways of being present to the world. That is, they speak of
particular ways of doing, being and thinking in World, and are characterised by presence even
where they are have elements of the abstract (ecopoiesis), the ontological (letting-be) or the
epistemological (holism). These have been drawn from prominent ecophilosophical theorists.
Together they form a kind of Umwelt, 393 the one that might exist were a text considered to be
an organism, or “as a being in the world”, orientated towards reinhabitation. 394 Many of these
ideas, such as “place”, are central to a number of theorists, and others, such as “care”, have
been extensively debated. It should be acknowledged that the selection of sources offers
representative examples, but does not do justice to the rich discursive field in which these ideas
have been developed.
Place-connectedness is supported by Lawrence Buell as a potential source of “environmental ethic
and aesthetic”.395 Above all, place is where we are embodied, and where environmental damage
is experienced rather than merely received as information. 396 Place-connectedness has the
potential to enable us to reach the ways of living-in-place described by Gary Snyder as
inhabitation and reinhabitation. Inhabitation is associated with the detailed knowledge and
understandings of Indigenous people:
Countless local ecosystem habitation styles emerged. People developed specific ways to be in
each of those niches: plant knowledge, boats, dogs, traps, nets, fishing – the smaller animals,
and smaller tools. From steep jungle slopes of Southwest China to coral atolls to barren arctic
deserts – a spirit of what it was to be there evolved, that spoke of a direct sense of relation to the
‘land’ – which really means, the totality of the local bio-region system, from cirrus clouds to
leaf-mold. 397
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Ibid, pp 121, 128.
Thomas A Sebeok, Contributions to the Doctrine of Signs, Indiana University, Bloomington (IN), 1976.
Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, p 33.
Lawrence Buell, Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. and Beyond,
Belknap/Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA) and London, 2001, p 77.
396 Ibid, p 55.
397 Snyder, “Reinhabitation.”
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Settler farmers might also over time acquire the depth of understanding implied by
inhabitation. 398 Reinhabitation refers to the turning back to the land by people, formerly from
cities and suburbs, who commit to living on that land within its limits and energy systems:
Re-inhabitory refers to the tiny number of persons who come out of the industrial societies …
and then start to turn back to the land, to place. This comes for some with the rational and
scientific realization of inter-connectedness, and planetary limits. But the actual demands of a
life committed to a place, and living somewhat by the sunshine green plant energy that is
concentrating in that spot, are so physically and intellectually intense, that it is a moral and
spiritual choice as well. 399

“[P]lace is more deeply a matter of belonging than of possession”, Buell reminds us. 400 Love of
place might arise through these forms of deep engagement, but potentially also through other
emotional or imaginative connections, such as childhood memory or the displaced grief
described by viewers of Avatar. Love of place might impel a call to action:
Place is the specific resource of environmental imagination … The more a site feels like a
place, the more fervently it is so cherished, the greater the potential concern at its violation or
even the possibility of violation. 401

Holism is a metaphysical concept, associated with the “deep ecology” ideas of Arne Næss and
the land ethics of Aldo Leopold. 402 Næss advocates a “biospheric” point of view, valuing every
species and system. This is, no doubt, a contentious anti-anthropocentric position. 403 He argues
for the intrinsic value of non-human life, independent of humans, and for valuing the “richness
and diversity of life forms”. Only the vital needs of humans should impact on this richness and
diversity. 404 Nor does Næss privilege the higher mammals:
The so-called simple, lower, or primitive species of plants and animals contribute essentially to
the richness and diversity of life. They have value in themselves and are not merely steps
toward the so-called higher or rational life forms. 405

Reenchantment refers to the return of something of the awe, mystery and reverence of the prescientific period to our own orientation to World. Morris Berman, for example, sees
reenchantment as a possible saving power:
398
399
400
401
402
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Ibid.
Ibid, p 28.
Buell, Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. and Beyond, p 78.
Ibid, p 56.
David Keller, “Gleaning Lessons from Deep Ecology”, Ethics and the Environment, 1997, vol 2, no 2.
Ibid.
Arne Næss, “The Deep Ecological Movement: Some Philosophical Aspects”, in The Palgrave Environmental
Reader, ed Daniel G Payne and Richard S Newman, Palgrave McMillan, New York and Basingstroke, 2005, p
243 (originally 1986).
405 Ibid.
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For more than 99 percent of human history, the world was enchanted and man saw himself as
an integral part of it. The complete reversal of this perception in a mere four hundred years or
so has destroyed the continuity of the human experience and the integrity of the human
psyche. It has very nearly wrecked the planet as well. The only hope, or so it seems to me, lies
in a reenchantment of the world. 406

A number of ecophilosophers take a similar view of awe, which is similar to the reverence of the
ecospiritual theorists. Greg Garrard observes that “there is in ecophilosophy and ecocriticism a
strand of thinking which recognizes a need for a sense of awe in the presence of nature”. 407
Terry Gifford suggests that “awe” is helpful to a post-pastoral ethos of respect:
Fundamental to post-pastoral literature is an awe in attention to the natural world. Such a
respect derives not just from a naturalist’s intimate knowledge or a modern ecologist’s
observation of the dynamics of relationships, but from a deep sense of the immanence in all
natural things. 408

By “past-pastoral”, Gifford means a recuperated form of pastoral which eschews the
sentimental as well as the use of pastoral as backdrop, and instead offers a “mature
environmental aesthetics”. 409 Val Plumwood suggests that respect and renarrativisation would
assist in breaking down the long-standing, pervasive human/nature dualism of Western culture
which has led to us being so “out of touch with what is happening to our ecological world and
with ourselves as ecological beings” and to a damaging focus on consumption and commodity
production. 410 Both respect and renarrativisation require a willingness to see “wisdom and
intelligence in the material world”. 411
Ecopoiesis is an aesthetically charged form of narrativisation. Kate Rigby describes ecopoiesis as
a human response “to the call of nature’s self-disclosure”, and suggests it need not always be
celebratory but should also, where called for, bear witness to harm:
A great many works of ecopoiesis … participate in [a] celebratory mode of response. But, if
our woods are no more, what then, we might ask, are poets for? Then, I would suggest, we
need poets and other artists who, in Heidegger’s words, are able to disclose das Heillose als das
Heillose [the grievous as the grievous], … responding with tones of grief, protest, accusation, or
exhortation to times that are not only lean, but also increasingly perilous. 412

406
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Morris Berman, The Reenchantment of the World, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London, 1981, p 23.
Greg Garrard, “Radical Pastoral?”, Studies in Romanticism, 1996, vol 35, no 3, p 455.
Terry Gifford, Pastoral, Routledge, London and New York, 1999, pp 148-149.
Ibid, pp 151-152.
Val Plumwood, “Nature in the Active Voice”, Australian Humanities Review, 2009, vol 46, pp 118-125.
Ibid, p 125.
Kate Rigby, “Earth, World, Text: On the (Im)possibility of Ecopoiesis”, New Literary History, 2004, vol 35, no
3, pp 438, 439.
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The need to work within ecological limits is recognised by most ecophilosophical writers. Arne
Johan Vetlesen suggests urgent and specific attention to limits is part of a necessary practice of
restraint, since “technology cannot be restrained so long as we leave the issue of where to put a
limit and declare ‘no further’”. As ecological limits do not declare themselves, “To make a
difference to our ways, we must pay attention to them, allow them a voice …. 413
As discussed above, Morton asks us to turn from the metaphysics of World, holism and
aesthetics and instead address how we might practise coexistence within new “hyperobjects” such
as global warming:
coexistence— that is after all what ecology profoundly means. We coexist with human
lifeforms, nonhuman lifeforms, and non-lifeforms, on the insides of a series of gigantic entities
with whom we also coexist: the ecosystem, biosphere, climate, planet, Solar System. A multiple
series of nested Russian dolls. Whales within whales within whales. 414

He also supports an ethos of care, which he defends against the claim that attempting to think
about the other is a paradoxical logic, suggesting that we must work with paradox and the
fuzzy boundaries of things such as “a frog” or “a biosphere”. 415 Care is often associated with
ecofeminism, for example the ecofeminist Karen Warren who argues that care should not be
considered a separate category to the ethics of justice, since it is already implicit in the latter’s
founding moral logic. 416 Nel Noddings describe ethical care as a stage towards restoring the
conditions for “mutual and spontaneous regard” [emphasis added]. 417
An extended concept of community to include the other-than-human was suggested by
Leopold. 418 Plumwood describes a “community of kindred beings”:
we do have to take the intentional stance quite seriously for non-humans. We will lose the
justification for empire—an empire of growing human, cultural and biological poverty—but

413 Arne Johan Vetlesen, “Technology, Nature and Ethics”, in Ecophilosophy in a World of Crisis: Critical Realism and
the Nordic Contributions, ed Roy Bhaskar, Karl Georg Høyer, and Petter Naess, Routledge, London and New
York, 2012, pp 36-37.
414 Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology After the End of the World, p 128.
415 Timothy Morton, “This Biosphere Which Is Not One: Towards Weird Essentialism”, Journal of the British Society
for Phenomenology, 2015, vol 46, no 2, p 144.
416 Karen J Warren, Ecofeminist Philosophy: A Western Perspective on What it Is and Why it Matters, Bowman &
Littlefield, Lanham (MD) and Oxford, 2000, pp 107ff.
417 Cited in Barbara J Cook, “Multifaceted Dialogues: Toward an Environmental Ethic of Care”, in Women Writing
Nature: A Feminist View, ed Barbara J Cook, Lexington / Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham (MD) and Plymouth,
2008, p 36.
418 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac and Sketches Here and There, Oxford University Press, New York and
Oxford, 1989, p 204 (originally 1949).
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can open another door to a richer world, and can begin to negotiate life membership in an
ecological community of kindred beings. This is a better rationality. 419

She also suggests that human “ecological selfhood” should involve a “relational self” which
treats earth’s others’ well-being as our own, in a “non-instrumental mode, which includes
respect, benevolence, care, friendship and solidarity” [emphases added]. 420
Mathews’s ecophilosophy of ontopoetics incorporates conativity, whereby systems and subjects
are on their own path to self-realisation:
I build here on earlier work to arrive at a view of the universe as a conative unity, a selfrealizing system that counts as a locus of subjectivity in its own right. This universal system/
subject (the One) realizes itself through its creation, via self-differentiation, of a manifold of
conative subsystems that possess a relative unity of their own, and hence qualify as derivative
subjects (the Many). By simply following their own conative desire, the unself-conscious Many
simultaneously perpetuate the self-realization of the One. 421

Mathews describes ontopoetics as “communicative engagement of self with world and world
with self”. 422 Such communication is possible if, first, the world has some form of presence, some
way of being “psycho-active” so that it is “in some sense subject as much as object, mind as
much as matter”.423 Second, this communicative engagement is only possible if there are ways
for both World and individuals to speak and respond. 424
Rigby refers to a plurality of voices and how poets may draw us into the song of the earth. 425
Christopher Manes argues that understanding the language of the other-than-human is a necessary
part of ecological knowledge:
Attending to ecological knowledge means metaphorically relearning “the language of birds”: –
the passions, pains, and cryptic intents of the other biological communities that surround us
and silently interpenetrate our existence. 426

Elsewhere, Mathews identifies four modes of agency, letting-be, wu wei, mutualism, and synergy:
In the letting-be mode, the agent pursues his or her ends in ways that simply do not intersect
with the self-directed unfolding of others …

419 Plumwood, “Nature in the Active Voice”, p 121.
420 Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Routledge, London and New York, 1993, pp 154-155.
421 Freya Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, State University of New York Press, New York,
2003, p 9.
422 Freya Mathews, “Invitation to Ontopoetics”, Philosophy Activism Nature, 2009, no 6, p 1.
423 Ibid, pp 1-2.
424 Ibid, p 2.
425 Rigby, “Earth, World, Text: On the (Im)possibility of Ecopoiesis”, pp 433-434.
426 Christopher Manes, “Nature and Silence”, in The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, ed Cheryll
Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, The University of Georgia Press, Athens and London, 1996, pp 25, 26.
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In the wu wei mode, agents pursue their ends in ways that use, without disrupting, the selfdirected unfolding of others …
[In the] mutualistic mode … agents not only pursue their ends in ways that use, without unduly
disrupting, the self-directed unfolding of others, but they also ensure that the benefit they
derive from others is reciprocated:
In the synergistic mode, an agent’s conativity is adapted to the conativity of others, so that, in
wanting what she wants, she is already wanting something that will directly or indirectly benefit
them. 427

Merchant’s ethic of partnership “holds that the greatest good for the human and nonhuman
communities is in their mutual living interdependence”. Following Plumwood, she foregrounds
relationship and respect as part of this ethic, along with equity, inclusion and moral consideration. 428
Deborah Bird Rose draws on Indigenous teachings to describe how “mutual benefits integrate an
ecosystem through dense and recursive connectivities and communications” [emphasis added],
requiring Indigenous people to make close observation of their world. 429 In many cases of
relationship, she observes, it is the other-than-human who calls the human into action in the
world; as, in a shared ecosystem, it is their action which will signal a seasonal event: 430
Living things communicate by their sounds, their smells, their annoying actions, as with March
flies, or their brightness and beauty, as with the bright orange silky oak flowers shimmering in
fresh sunshine. Within the communicative matrix of country, people respond to the patterns of
connection and benefit, nurturing their own lives and the lives of others.” 431

She notes the Indigenous Australian concept of “care of country means caring for others as
well as self”.432
In summary, our Umwelt might potentially include any of the above concepts which are
expressive of the ecophilosophy of the contemporary period and have the quality of presence
to World. Of course, a sampling of this kind cannot generate a complete set of possible
concepts; it has been performed to provide a starting point for analysis. We might expect to
also find additional concepts emerging as we turn to the textual analysis. Due to its prominence
in the activist discourse, it is acknowledged that these might include rights.

427 Freya Mathews, “Towards a Deeper Philosophy of Biomimicry”, Organization & Environment, 2011, vol 24, no
4, pp 374-376.
428 Merchant, Radical Ecology: The Search for a Liveable World, pp 83-84.
429 Deborah Rose, “An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human”, The Australian Journal of
Anthropology, 2005, vol 16, no 3, pp 297-300.
430 Ibid, p 303.
431 Ibid, p 300.
432 Ibid.
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Although no one seeds it, the Meadow turns green again.
— Suzanne Collins, Mockingjay 1

This thesis opened with the suggestion that the period from 1945 to date has been one of
anxiety about the terminal trajectory of modernity, intensifying as environmental and other
crises have come into clearer focus. Chapter 1 identified several utopian responses to these
crises, including the emergence in the late 1960s and early 1970s of ecophilosophy and of the
works Moylan identified as “critical utopias”. These imaginative and philosophical responses
are examples of what Suvin terms “estrangement arising out of an alternative historical
hypothesis”; they seek a path from the present to an inhabitable future. However, utopia is able
to draw energy from the backward as well as the forward gaze, and the texts discussed in this
chapter look determinedly to the agrarian past for their idealisations, specifically, to arcadia,
here defined as the utopian form of the pastoral. The discussion begins with a brief
introduction to the terms used. This is followed by an analysis which suggests we should
conceive of the arcadia and the primal utopia as distinct sub-genres, thus modifying an idealworld typology previously theorised by J C Davis.
Part I then appraises a selection of arcadian idealisations from the Western canon, against
which the contemporary arcadian texts will be read. In the classical period, of those works
which have survived, Theocritus’s Idylls (c 280-250 BC) is the foundational text for the pastoral
genre, 2 and Virgil’s Eclogues (c 37 BC) the first known work to have located the idealised
pastoral in Arcadia, Greece. 3 The chapter also discusses how arcadia draws on, yet can be

1
2
3

Suzanne Collins, Mockingjay, Scholastic, New York, 2014, p 388 (originally 2010).
Theocritus, “Idylls”, in The Greek Bucolic Poets, trans J M Edmonds, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA),
1912 (originally c 280-240 BC); Gifford, Pastoral, p 15.
Virgil, “Eclogues”, in The Eclogues of Virgil, trans J B Greenough, University of Adelaide, Adelaide, 2007-2014,
from a 1900 translation (originally 37 BC); Bruno Snell, “Arcadia in Theocritus and in Virgil’s Eclogues”, in The
Pastoral Mode: A Casebook, ed Bryan Loughrey, Macmillan, London and Basingstroke, 1984, p 181 (originally
1946).
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differentiated from, myths of the Golden Age, represented here by two renowned classical
examples, Hesiod’s Works and Days (ninth century BC)4 and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (c AD 9). 5
The Dark Ages, Gifford advises us, saw the disappearance of the pastoral, so we turn next to
Renaissance texts.6 Baptista Mantuanus’s Adulescentia (1498) was an early and influential
pastoral text of the Renaissance period in the Virgilian tradition. 7 Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia
(1502-1504) is considered a seminal text of the period, establishing an elevated style and
turning the arcadian text from bucolic themes towards courtly love.8 Two influential English
instances are then considered, Edmund Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calendar (1579) and Philip
Sidney’s The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia (1590 and 1593). 9
The late nineteenth century fin-de-siècle was marked by a flourishing of the utopian
imagination. 10 Four works have been selected here. Johanna Spyri’s Heidi (1880) was a
bestselling children’s novel with idealised pastoral themes, which influenced several
generations: I myself first read Heidi as a child. 11 Richard Jefferies’s After London: Or, Wild
England (1885) and William Hudson’s A Crystal Age (1887) were early postapocalyptic novels
which located an arcadian future on the other side of catastrophe, a possibility also explored in
several of my primary texts. 12 Although the social structure of Morris’s News from Nowhere
(1890) is a communalist utopia (Chapter 4), it also has strongly arcadian aspects which have
been identified by a number of critics. 13

4
5
6
7

8

9
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Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans J J Howard, Project Gutenberg, 2009, from an 1807 translation, published at
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Paul Alpers, What is Pastoral?, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 1996, p 175; Baptista
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2009, published at http://www.philological.bham.ac.uk/mantuanus/ (originally 1498).
David Kalstone, “The Transformation of Arcadia: Sannazaro and Sir Philip Sidney”, Comparative Literature,
1963, vol 15, no 3, pp 234, 235, 240; Jacopo Sannazaro, Arcadia and Piscatorial Eclogues, trans Ralph Nash,
Wayne State University Press, Detroit, 1966 (originally 1504; unauthorised edition 1502).
Philip Sidney, “The Countesse of Pembroke’s Arcadia [New Arcadia]”, in The Complete Works of Sir Philip Sidney,
ed Albert Feuillerat, vol I, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1912 (originally 1590); Philip Sidney, “The
Countesse of Pembroke’s Arcadia [Old Arcadia]”, in The Complete Works of Sir Philip Sidney, ed Albert Feuillerat,
vol II, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1922 (originally 1593); Edmund Spenser, The Shepherds’
Calendar, Cassell & Co, New York, 1888 (originally 1579).
Matthew Beaumont, Utopia Ltd.: Ideologies of Social Dreaming in England 1870-1900, Brill, Leiden (Netherlands)
and Boston, 2005, p 11.
Susan Stan, “Heidi in English: A Bibliographic Study”, New Review of Children’s Literature and Librarianship, 2010,
vol 16, no 1; Johanna Spyri, Heidi, trans Marian Edwardes, Blackie, London and Glasgow, 1965 (originally
1880).
Richard Jefferies, “After London”, in After London and Amaryllis at the Fair, J M Dent, E P Dutton, London and
New York, 1939 (originally 1885); W H Hudson, A Crystal Age, Duckworth, London, 1927 (originally 1887).
William Morris, News from Nowhere, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1995 (originally 1890). See eg
Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias”, pp 44-45.
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Part II turns to the four primary arcadias: The Shire in J R R Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings (19541955); 14 Clifford D Simak’s Way Station (1963): 15 Ursula K Le Guin’s accounts of the Isle of
Gont in The Earthsea Trilogy (1968-1972) and her later Earthsea works Tehanu (1990), The Other
Wind (2001) and Tales from Earthsea (2001); 16 and Ian Pears’s Arcadia (2015).17 Each is briefly
summarised, and its credentials as an arcadian text established. Although I do not consider
dystopian pastoral works here, we should note that Wells’s The Time Machine (1895) and Le
Guin’s Threshold (1980)18 are proof of their possibility: both take us to worlds that at first
appear arcadias, but are ultimately exposed as dystopian, horrific places where extreme,
predatory forms of shepherding are uncovered. The latter is in fact a “critical dystopia”, based
on its utopian impulse throughout (Baccolini and Moylan) and utopian resolution (Sargent). 19
The chapter then considers the utopian world-building of each of the texts. A striking feature
of the contemporary novels is the world-sized calamities they encounter, and then avert. A
comparison between the catastrophes in these works and those of several pre-terminus era
novels explores both the intensification of previous patterns and their newly emergent features.
The characteristic orientation to the past of fantasy fiction has troubled some critics, who take
its backward gaze to be intrinsically problematic: conservative, consolatory, narcissistic and
escapist are some commonly applied epithets. If utopian idealisations of our time are drawing
energy from the past, these claims needs to be interrogated. The arcadian Shire, from Tolkien’s
The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955), provides a test case. In each chapter, human relations of
difference and the orientations to World are appraised. Ecophilosophical concepts are used to
identify emerging and changing forms of subjectivity and relationships with the other-thanhuman. This chapter considers both areas, and also, since arcadian works engage with the
numinous and reenchant “the green earth”, provides an assessment of the qualities of their
renascent ecospirituality.

Terms
The definitions of “arcadian” and “pastoral” are not settled, and the formal and thematic
requirements of the “pastoral”, in particular, have attracted hundreds of years of critical
interest. Since a lengthy survey would be a thesis in itself, Terry Gifford’s summary is helpful.
He suggests “pastoral” is used in three ways: accounts of the lives of shepherds, particularly

14 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings.
15 Clifford D Simak, Way Station, Methuen, 1976 (originally 1963).
16 Ursula K Le Guin, The Earthsea Trilogy, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1979 (originally 1968-1972); Tehanu: The Last
Book of Earthsea, Atheneum, New York, 1990; Tales from Earthsea, Orion, London, 2002 (originally 2001); The
Other Wind, Orion, London, 2002 (originally 2001).
17 Iain Pears, Arcadia, Faber & Faber, London, 2015.
18 Ursula K Le Guin, Threshold, Victor Gollancz, London, 1980; H G Wells, The Time Machine, Prestwick House,
Clayton (DE), 2006 (originally 1895).
19 Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, p 7.
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those within a formal tradition containing motifs inherited from the Greeks and Romans; any
literature which focuses on the country as opposed to the city/urban environment; and a
pejorative for pretty scene-making which displays no actual understanding of country life. 20
This chapter will apply the first of these, but reserve the possibility that an extended idea of
“shepherd” may now be needed, anticipating that, in the current era, the pastoral might include
other rural figures who have synergistic relations with the non-human producers, for example
beekeepers, or who are in stewardship roles, such as Andre Norton’s Lady of the Green
Silences. 21 For Gifford’s second category, the chapter will substitute the term “rural literature”;
and his third will be considered part of the “counter-pastoral”, a term used by Raymond
Williams and others to describe works which offer correctives to some forms of representation
of the pastoral. 22 “Arcadia” and “Arcadian” (initial capital) refer to the region in Greece and its
inhabitants, whereas “arcadia” and “arcadian” (lower case) are used in this chapter to describe
utopia: that is to say, fictional visions of the pastoral which offer details of a space – whether an
otherworld, a society or a shared way of living – depicting an enactment of “a better life for us
all”.

Pre-modern utopia: revisiting the typology
In his highly regarded work on English utopias of the Renaissance period, J C Davis
categorised ideal societies according to how they resolved what he identified as “the collective
problem”: 23 how to allocate the limited satisfactions available in the face of potentially
unlimited human desires. 24 “Satisfactions” might be of a material nature or socially derived
(such as status).25 Any construction of an ideal society has first to address the problem of their
scarcity, he argued, and the approach chosen would shape it into one of five distinct kinds. 26
Where unlimited human appetite is met with an unlimited supply of satisfactions, the ideal
society shapes as a Land of Cockaygne, named for a mediaeval poem where “Every man takes
what he will, / As of right, to eat his fill … /That geese fly roasted on the spit … / Crying out,
‘Geese, all hot, all hot!’”. 27 If nature’s provisioning is bountiful yet not unlimited, and human
desires are moderated accordingly, then the ideal society is an arcadia, the life of ease but not
excess:
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Gifford, Pastoral, pp 1-2.
See eg Andre Norton, Three Against the Witch World, Gregg Press, Boston, 1977 (originally 1965).
Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, Chatto & Windus, London, 1973.
Davis, Utopia and the Ideal Society: A Study of English Utopian Writing 1516-1700, p 21.
Ibid, p 36.
Ibid, p 19.
Ibid.
Ibid, p 21.
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In Arcadia, unlike Cockaygne, men work, but the burden is light and easy; they age and die, but
it is a peaceful, almost pleasant process; they live in comfort and ease, not in excess. Indeed,
one of the primary characteristics of Arcadia is ease, a state of contented rest. 28

Within arcadia, Davis included both golden age and primal idealisations, from Hesiod’s golden
race to Michel de Montaigne’s cannibals. 29 In the case where scarcity remains the condition but
each individual’s desire is adjusted to what is available, the result is the “perfect moral
commonwealth”. 30 If scarcity remains the condition but human desires continue to exceed
available satisfactions, then law and governance must take control and the ensuing ideal is
“utopia”, Davis’s name for the systemic response, taken from More. 31 The final possibility, the
millennium, Davis finds present in literature of the period but hazily drawn; in this idealisation,
God somehow works it out. 32
Davis’s argument is based on scarcity as the principal condition on which ideal world
construction turns. In Chapter 4, the relationship of our period to scarcity will be discussed
further, but now we need to place alongside Davis’s model the additional suggestion that the
forms of reinhabitation represented by the primal and the idealised pastoral are fundamentally
different, and that this difference lies is the availability of their subjectivities to the modern
(including, perhaps, the early modern) subject. The idealised pastoral is a form of retreat
available to the Western imagination which leaves moderns’ subjectivity largely intact:
Arcadia did not offer the blueprint for a perfect and orderly city-state, but rather a model of
living outside the boundaries of urban civilization. … Arcadia-inspired utopias promoted not
so much a change of contemporary society as a retreat from contemporary society. 33

Arcadia is still available to be enacted in the twenty-first century, for example in the rural
sojourn with its vista of valley, stream, field and village. In fiction, we find arcadia in the
romance mode of the fantasy fiction genre, where again it is a journey of a modern subjectivity
through landscape but in mediaevalist costume; there is seldom any attempt to recover
mediaeval consciousness or orientations. 34
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Ibid, p 23.
Ibid.
Ibid, p 31.
Ibid, p 38.
Ibid, p 36.
Giuseppe Gerbino, “Arcadia”, in The Classical Tradition, ed Anthony Grafton, Glenn W Most, and Salvatore
Settis, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA) and London, 2010, p 58.
34 Tolkien, who did makes such an attempt in The Lord of the Rings, did not extend this to the Shire, for which he
drew on English countryside of his childhood: J R R Tolkien, The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, ed Humphrey
Carpenter and Christopher Tolkien, Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 1981, p 230, see also p 235. The Shire acts as a
foil for the high mediaevalism of the main narrative.
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In the primal utopia, reinhabitation takes the form of return, and self/body and subjectivity are
reset to some originary “state of nature”, with profoundly different orientations to the world
and forms of community (Chapter 3). These are now unrecoverable by the typical modern
subject (although some rewilding and hunting practices might attempt to do this). The
orientations to World in these forms of reinhabitation are thus profoundly different and best
addressed separately.

74

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 2

/

Arcadia

I
The arcadian tradition
Classical arcadia
“Arcadia” of course was (and is) an actual region in Greece, but it becomes associated with the
ideal life of shepherds somewhere between Theocritus, who mentions Arcadia only in passing
in the Idylls (c 280-250 BC),35 and Virgil, who names Arcadia as the location of many of his
Eclogues (c 37 BC), 36 including several which are reworked from Theocritus. Some suggest that
Virgil is in fact the first to locate the shepherd’s paradise in Arcadia. 37 Either way, arcadia in
Virgil becomes significant as a projection of an idealised way of life onto a distant location
rather than as a known place, and it is in this delocalised, mythic sense that the term “arcadia”
is often encountered.
This mythic arcadia has many aspects in common with the classical “Golden Age”, and Lerner
suggests that they are versions of the same lost paradise: they differ in that the golden age is
located in an unreachable location in time, the arcadia in an unreachable location in space. 38 It
is therefore worth looking at some influential accounts of both the golden age and arcadia in
classical literature. Hesiod’s Works and Days (ninth century BC) striates history into five periods,
inhabited by the golden, silver, bronze, heroes and iron races respectively. The golden race
spend their days in pleasant ease, with a bountiful earth, merrymaking, plentiful flocks, and
freedom from care:
And they lived like gods without sorrow of heart, remote and free from toil and grief:
miserable age rested not on them; but with legs and arms never failing they made merry with
feasting beyond the reach of all evils. When they died, it was as though they were overcome

35 Theocritus, “Idylls”.
36 Virgil, “Eclogues”.
37 Snell asserts that it is Virgil who locates this idealisation in Arcadia: Snell, “Arcadia in Theocritus and in
Virgil’s Eclogues”, p 181.
38 L Lerner, “The Pastoral World: Arcadia and the Golden Age”, in The Pastoral Mode: A Casebook, ed Bryan
Loughrey, Macmillan, London and Basingstroke, 1984, p 147 (originally 1972).
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with sleep, and they had all good things; for the fruitful earth unforced bare them fruit
abundantly and without stint. They dwelt in ease and peace upon their lands with many good
things, rich in flocks and loved by the blessed gods. 39

Ovid’s golden age in Metamorphoses (c AD 9) was formed within the tradition inherited from
Hesiod, but now with four ages, gold, silver, bronze and iron. His golden age is one of
bountiful nature; there is no legal system or army needed by town or nation; there is no
agriculture; the streams flow with milk and nectar, the holly trees with honey; and it is always
Spring:
First sprung the age of gold. Unforc’d by laws …
Unknown alike were punishment and fear:
… The towns ungirt
By trenches deep, laid open to the plain; …
The teeming earth by barrows yet unras’d,
By ploughs unwounded, plenteous pour’d her stores.
Content with food unforc’d, man pluck’d with ease
Young strawberries from the mountains; cornels red;
The thorny bramble’s fruit; and acorns shook
From Jove’s wide-spreading tree. Spring ever smil’d; …
Here streams of milk, there streams of nectar flow’d;
And from the ilex, drop by drop distill’d,
The yellow honey fell. 40

In “content with food unforc’d”, we see Davis’s bountiful provisioning brought together
moderated human desires; and we also see, both here and throughout the passage, an
idealisation of coexistence and letting-be: “The teeming earth … / By ploughs unwounded”.
Accounts of a golden age were sufficiently well-known in classical times to be satirised. 41
The idea of arcadia seems a later development than the golden age. Although Arcadia is not the
site of Theocritus’s Idylls, he is usually credited with creating “pastoral” in the sense of the
classical form; 42 “arcadia” as the name of the utopian pastoral comes from Virgil’s choice of
Arcadia as the location for several eclogues, in which he reworks selections of Theocritus.
Theocritus’s work is sometimes held to be more connected with actual country life than Virgil,

39 Hesiod, Works and Days, lines 109-120.
40 Ovid, Metamorphoses, pp 7-8.
41 See eg Teleclides, “Amphictyons”, in Fragments of Old Comedy, Volume III, Philonicus to Xenophon • Adespota, ed
Ian C Storey, trans Ian C Storey, Loeb Classical Library, 2011, p 291 (originally c late 430s BC).
42 See Paul Alpers, The Singer of the Eclogues: A Study of Virgilian Pastoral, University of California Press, Berkeley,
Los Angeles and London, 1979, p 2. This is not undisputed: see the debate on an alternative reading by
Halperin: Alpers, What is Pastoral?, pp 145-146.
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and less located in mythic space. 43 The Idylls are about friendship, love, women, singing
competitions, the deeds of heroes as well as concerns of everyday life, often in a country
setting. Some are comic and some tragic, the gods are frequently evoked, there are women
narrators as well as men (although they seem more likely to be laughed at rather than with).
These rural pieces were designed to entertain the Alexandrian court. Not all of the Idylls feature
ideal shepherds or bucolic life, and the pieces are disparate, but several may be considered as
among the earliest depictions of everyday life in a (more or less) realistic utopia. Theocritus
evokes a rich, harmonious natural world. One Idyll, “The Harvest-Home”, Idyll VII, evokes a
golden age of plenty. The narrator and two friends travel to a harvest celebration held by the
descendants of Chalcon, a figure here associated with bountiful nature:
whose sturdy knee planted once against the rock both made Burina fount to gush forth at his
feet and caused elm and aspen to weave above it a waving canopy of green leaves and about it
a precinct of shade. 44

Along the way, they take part in a shepherd’s singing competition, and then arrive at the
harvest feast, lavishly praising the natural world, the Nymphs and the fruitage:
Many an aspen, many an elm bowed and rustled overhead, and hard by, the hallowed water
welled purling forth of a cave of the Nymphs, while the brown cricket chirped busily amid the
shady leafage, and the tree-frog murmured aloof in the dense thornbrake. Lark and goldfinch
sang and turtle moaned, and about the spring the bees hummed and hovered to and fro. All
nature smelt of the opulent summer-time, smelt of the season of fruit. Pears lay at our feet,
apples on either side … Meanwhile we broke the four-year-old seal from off the lips of the jars
… such a draught as ye Nymphs gave us that day of your spring by the altar of Demeter … 45

Idyll VII aligns with the conventions of Hesiod’s golden age, and many of Theocritus’s motifs
will later be taken as emblematic of the pastoral – the lovelorn shepherd, the shepherd’s singing
competition, the rich descriptions of the natural world. 46 The other-than-human are most of all
audible: we can hear the plurality of voices that Rigby associates with ecopoiesis. 47 The poem has
received considerable critical attention, closely related to Theocritus’s perceived role in shaping
“the pastoral”. 48 Krevans finds multiple references to Hesiod in Idyll VII, and then traces how
Theocritus moves towards the pastoral by transforming Hesiod’s imagery into bucolic versions:

43 See eg Snell, “Arcadia in Theocritus and in Virgil’s Eclogues”, p 182. Raymond Williams remarks, “a degree of
elaboration and artifice, most evident in the use of literary dialects, is evident everywhere. At the same time the
working context of the Idylls is recognisable and at times insistent”: The Country and the City, p 14.
44 Theocritus, “Idylls”, Idyll VII.
45 Ibid.
46 Which features define the pastoral is another topic of debate: see Alpers, What is Pastoral?, p 147ff.
47 Rigby, “Earth, World, Text: On the (Im)possibility of Ecopoiesis”, pp 433-434, 438.
48 Bowie remarks that “Few years pass without an attempt to interpret Theocritus, Idyll 7: E L Bowie,
“Theocritus’ Seventh Idyll, Philetas and Longus”, The Classical Quarterly (New Series), 1985, vol 36, no 1, p 67.
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“The spring of the horse becomes the spring of the cow. Instead of meeting the Muses,
Simichidas meets Nymphs and a goatherd”. 49 Theocritus’s bucolic version describes named
landscapes and relationships; in this transposition from the ethereal golden age to daily life,
from the age of heroes and gods to the encounters of shepherds and travellers, myth gives way
to enactment; that is, to utopia.
Turning to Virgil’s Eclogues, the first is set not in arcadia but in the countryside outside Rome,
immediately contrasting human power relations with a harmonious natural world. One
shepherd is forced to leave his land to make way for returned soldiers (as had happened
historically a few years earlier, with an impact on Virgil’s family):
Such wide confusion fills the country-side.
See, sick at heart I drive my she-goats on, 50

The other may stay to tranquillity and ease:
Here, as of old, your neighbour’s bordering hedge,
That feasts with willow-flower the Hybla bees,
Shall oft with gentle murmur lull to sleep,
While the leaf-dresser beneath some tall rock
Uplifts his song … 51

Eclogue IX has a similar theme, with an even deeper sense of loss and betrayal. Between these
lie more idealised versions of arcadia, and again at the end with Eclogue X. Several are
physically located in Arcadia, the region. These motifs include music, a harmonious and
responsive nature, the lovelorn, the jealous, shepherds’ singing competitions, shepherds’
friendships, references to Nymphs and deities, the praising of Daphnis. Boyle argues that
Virgil’s bookending, with the idyllic pieces placed between the hopelessness of forced evictions
in Eclogues I and IX, is a commentary on how city politics and power relations overwhelm the
country: a very different perspective from that in Theocritus. 52 If we look for the golden age
tradition in Virgil, we find it in Eclogue IV:
… at the boy’s birth in whom
The iron shall cease, the golden race arise
For thee, O boy,
First shall the earth, untilled, pour freely forth
Her childish gifts …

49 N Krevans, “Geography and the Literary Tradition in Theocritus 7”, Transactions of the American Philological
Association, 1983, vol 113, p 202.
50 Virgil, “Eclogues”, Eclogue I.
51 Ibid.
52 A J Boyle, “A Reading of Virgil’s Eclogues”, Ramus, 1975, vol 4, no 2, p 188.
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… Of themselves,
Untended, will the she-goats then bring home
Their udders swollen with milk ….
Thy very cradle shall pour forth for thee
Caressing flowers …
No more shall mariner sail, nor pine-tree bark
Ply traffic on the sea, but every land
Shall all things bear alike: the glebe no more
Shall feel the harrow’s grip, nor vine the hook;
The sturdy ploughman shall loose yoke from steer, … 53

In this poem, the ideal world with its bountiful earth convention is not located in the distant
past but in an imagined future, as part of a panegyric celebrating the birth and future life of a
baby born to a friend or patron. The coexistence and letting be recollect Ovid’s golden age. Hope
and wishes for a better world (peace, freedom from fear) are intermingled with a more realistic
awareness that the future might well be more of the same; the final lines return to the everyday
practicalities of an exhausted mother, a difficult baby. The charge that Virgil is deporting us to
a mythical space less connected to the everyday world than that of Theocritus seems doubtful,
given the overtly political content and attention to everyday concerns. It would be more
accurate, perhaps, to say that Virgil leans to the tragic where Theocritus offers us the comic
mood, as Otis Brooks suggests. 54
Arcadia, then, is not merely an alter-ego of the golden age based on location in space rather
than time, as is the Isles of the Blest for example.55 Like the pastoral more generally, the arcadia
is immersed in country and city relations; it has a practical element and depicts life in the
everyday; it explores individual passions and histories within an idealised framework. The
golden age is more generalised: it is the desire for a better world without geopolitical or
historical reference point. Arcadia’s other major difference is that it is localised, describing a
particular valley or mountainside: it is inhabited, including by the other-than-human. The golden
age was unlocated and possessed by all who lived at the time. Arcadia inherits from the golden
age a number of themes and motifs: the life of ease (avoidance of ploughing), peace, the
fruitful earth, feasting and merrymaking, music, evocation of Nymphs and gods, plentiful
flocks and harmony between humans and the other-than-human. Arcadia on its own account
adds rivalry, gripes and passions, friendship, economics, pesky goats, a place-situated
ecopoiesis, sex and politics. Arguably, the arcadia is utopia where the golden age is not: it is

53 Virgil, “Eclogues”, Eclogue IV.
54 Brooks Otis, Virgil: A Study in Civilized Poetry, University of Oklahoma Press, Norman (OK) and London,
1995, p 109ff (originally 1964).
55 Eg as seen in Horace, “Epodes”, in Horace: The Epodes and Carmen Saeculare, trans A S Kline, Poetry in
Translation, online, 2005, Epode XVI, To the Romans (originally c 30 BC).
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Sargent’s “social dreaming”, 56 and perhaps in Virgil’s evicted shepherd, we even see Baccolini
and Moylan’s “critical dystopia”. 57
What are the conditions for the emergence of arcadian works? The most common explanation
is that arcadias, and the pastoral as a broader category, are formed out of the imaginations of
city dwellers. They therefore emerge with the growth of the city and the increasing separation
of country and city life. In Western literature, some claim that the earliest pastoral poetry was
by Stesichorus around 600 BC; this from Aelian, a later writer of a Daphnis verse, who says
Stesichorus “began such poetry”. 58 Others have long found the reference ambiguous: perhaps
Aelian merely meant poetry about unfaithful lovers. 59 We do know that the period spanning
that of Stesichorus and Philetas of Cos (c 300 BC, another contender for the generic source) 60
coincided with that of the Greek city-state.61
Having made the link between the arrival of arcadia and the city, the city-dweller’s imagination
is then often held out to be arcadia’s generative source. On this view, jaded city dwellers are
seduced by what they mistakenly believe to be the leisurely and fulfilling nature of rural life.
Knowing nothing of its rigours, they imagine it in arcadian terms, much as Alfius the userer
does in Horace’s satire: Alfius’s passion for rural life lasts only a few weeks. 62 However, there
are other possibilities. Given the displacement of Virgil’s own family from rural land, his
Eclogues could be read through Jameson’s assertion that utopia not be read as “positive
representation but as ‘critical negativity’ where its actual function is to demystify and oppose an
opposing system”, in this case, appropriations from the city. 63 There would suggest the use of
arcadia as a political form, commenting on city-country relations, for example on inequalities
and hardships imposed on rural areas by city laws and confiscations. By bringing these relations
into clear view, and then setting beside these examples of what Jameson might advise is best
read as allegorical inversion rather than positive representation 64 – for example, the suggestion
that the shepherds are closer to the gods and in great harmony with nature – the poet opposes
the imposed by the city. Considered thus, Virgil’s work doesn’t fall into two parts, one arcadian

56 Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, p 3.
57 Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, pp 7-8.
58 Clayton Zimmerman, The Pastoral Narcissus: A Study of the First Idyll of Theocritus, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham
(MD) and London, 1994, p 27.
59 H W Prescott, “A Study of the Daphnis-Myth”, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 1899, vol 10, p 122.
60 Kathryn J Gutzwiller, Theocritus’ Pastoral Analogies: The Formation of a Genre, The University of Wisconsin Press,
Madison (WI) and London, 1991, p 6.
61 Mogens Herman Hansen, Polis: An Introduction to the Ancient Greek City-State, Oxford University Press, Oxford,
2006.
62 Horace, “Epodes”, Epode II.
63 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp 175-176.
64 Fredric Jameson, “Of Islands and Trenches: Naturalization and the Production of Utopian Discourse”,
Diacritics, 1977, vol 7, no 2, p 7.
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and the other not: rather, the entire work offers through the pastoral an opposition to city
power.

Renaissance “arcadias”
The Renaissance saw an extraordinary outpouring of pastoral works, in both literature and art
and in both high and popular forms. From Spenser’s Shepheardes Calendar (1579) to England’s
Helicon (1600),65 from the plays during Queen Elizabeth I’s royal progress to Sidney’s Arcadia
(1590), 66 idealisations of the shepherd and reinvigorations of motifs and conventions from
Virgil and other classical writers were highly popular. The Renaissance period also saw the
publication of major utopian works, including More’s Utopia (1516), Tommaso Campanella’s
Città del Sole (1602) and Francis Bacon’s The New Atlantis (1627). 67
Earlier Renaissance pastorals were by Italian authors, including Mantuanus’s (1498, Latin), a
collection of ten eclogues. These featured shepherds and pining lovers, but they were counterpastoral rather than arcadian. Large parts were highly critical of the economics and politics of
the times, as in Eclogue V when the shepherd refuses to sing:
You whose household goods abound, whose cows’ udders are swollen, whose herds fill creamy
milkpails, whose cups are snow–white with milk, and whose rich midday meals give off their
steam—you it is who praise my songs, and if any of them turns out more neatly than the rest,
you praise it and happily extend it an ear freed from stress. But in exchange for my verses you
pay me with empty praise and meaningless words, and in the meantime as a shepherd I thirst,
suffer hunger, and endure the cold weather. 68

Mantuanus’s counter-pastoral or “hard pastoral” eclogue, which details the problems of
wolves, fences, the collapse in the market for lamb, ageing and other issues, is very different
from Sannazaro’s Arcadia (1502-1504, Italian) often credited as the foundational text of
Renaissance arcadia. 69 Sannazaro’s is considered to be primarily the “soft pastoral” of lovelorn
shepherds. His Arcadia however is largely one of “dulcet tones”, infused with the conventions
of Petrarchan love, and the other-than-human is a play of sport rather than the world. 70

65 Spenser, The Shepherds’ Calendar; Various authors, England’s Helicon: A Collection of Lyrical and Pastoral Poems
Published in 1600, ed A H Bullen, John C Nimmo, London, 1887 (originally 1600).
66 Harry Levin, The Myth of the Golden Age in the Renaissance, Faber and Faber, London, 1970 (originally 1969);
Sidney, “The Countesse of Pembroke’s Arcadia [New Arcadia]”.
67 More, “Utopia”; Francis Bacon, “New Atlantis: A Work Unfinished”, in New Atlantis and the Great Instauration,
ed Jerry Weinberger, 2nd edn edn, Wiley / Blackwell, 2017 (originally 1627).
68 Mantuanus, Adulescentia: The Eclogues of Baptista Mantuanus, Eclogue V.
69 See eg Gerbino, “Arcadia”, p 58.
70 Kalstone, “The Transformation of Arcadia: Sannazaro and Sir Philip Sidney”, p 240.
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And yet, there are a few breaks from this world of games and song. Eclogue 6 deplores the
increasing prevalence of theft and greed, and Eclogue 10 has an account of a journey through a
region where shepherds lived in “bitter poverty” and oppression at foreign hands: 71
They, by reason of lack of all other victuals
(not, surely, because of a Golden Age), eat acorns
among their caves from August to July. 72

Notwithstanding, it is the Petrarchan and soft pastoral elements which would flow into the
stream of pastorals which followed, including Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calendar (1579) and
Sidney’s Arcadia (1593). The Shepheardes Calendar is known to be elusive to interpret, and this is
made more complex by its being published with commentary and glosses that might or might
not be the author’s. We might note, however, some differences from the classical works
discussed above: the exceedingly sustained pining of Colin Clout, the young shepherd,
unmediated by humour; the infusion of Judeo-Christian traditions while retaining allusions to
classical religious figures, so that we have both Diana and Moses, both Pan and Christ, both
Eden and the Greek paradise, sometimes brought together within glosses. These juxtapositions
may read oddly now, but for Renaissance writers presumably expressed the spirit by which
Christianity could embrace and be reinvigorated by classicism:
Great Pan, is Christ., the very God of all shepherds, which called Himself the great and good
shepherd. The name is most rightly (methinks) applied to Him ; for Pan signifieth all, or
omnipotent, which is only the Lord Jesus. 73

Spenser’s politics are to be found in his exploration of Christian issues: resisting temptation,
identifying good and false doctrines, the politics of church reform. 74 Eden, of course, has now
become an important influence on the Renaissance arcadia: the garden motifs appear, together
with the serpent (as a fox in “May”) and the idea of the fall. Arcadia here is no longer a place of
rest or ease, no longer a harmonious encounter with the other-than-human world, but rather an
attempt to regain Eden.
Sidney’s Arcadia is a very different work, an elaborate pageant of aristocratic lovers and heroics.
Davis suggests it might best be considered a “pastoral romance”, a form which combines “the
setting and tone of Greek and Latin pastoral with an action that was basically medieval”. For
romance’s improbabilities an exotic setting is needed, perhaps a remote forest or island: Sidney

71
72
73
74

Sannazaro, Arcadia and Piscatorial Eclogues, pp 65-69, 113.
Ibid, p 113.
Spenser, The Shepherds’ Calendar, May glossary, p 81.
Alpers, What is Pastoral?, pp 174-178.
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chose arcadia, as both exotic and remote. 75 Although shepherds pepper the story and there are
eclogues traditionally arranged, “they are merely a chorus in the background”. 76 The shepherds
in many aspects stand in the place of servants; or the part of shepherd is a assumed by an
aristocratic character as part of a lover’s intrigue. Arcadia is notably vicious towards political
dissent by the workers, seeming to relish slicing the limbs off rebels:
Another the speede he made to runne for the best game, bare him full butte agaynst a tree, so
that tumbling backe with a brused face, and a dreadfull expectation, Musidorus was streight
upon him: and parting with his sword one of his legges from him, left him to make a roaring
lamentation that his morter-treading was marred for ever. A third finding his feete too slowe,
as well as his handes too weake, sodaynely turned backe, beginning to open his lippes for
mercye. But before hee had well entred a rudely compilde oration, Musidorus blade was come
betweene his jawes into his throate, and so the poore man rested there for ever with a very evill
mouthfull of an answere. 77

This work, Williams reminds us, “was written in a park which had been made by enclosing a
whole village and evicting the tenants”.78 Despite its title and pastoral setting, it hardly
contemplates its environs or those who live there; so far as it does, it offers narcissistic
estrangement:
You Gote-heard Gods, that love the grassie mountaines,
You Nimphes that haunt the springs in pleasant vallies,
You Satyrs joyde with free and quiet forrests,
Vouchsafe your silent eares to playning musique,
Which to my woes gives still an early morning :
And drawes the dolor on till wery evening. 79

We should perhaps grant the work some grace by identifying it not as an arcadia per se but
instead as an example of what Empson called the arcadian “double plot”, whereby the heroic
mediaevalist narrative has a secondary, arcadian narrative or series of interludes (an insight that
very much applies to contemporary fantasy fiction). 80 This work does not enact for us a utopia
– a depiction of a shared, better life – arcadian or otherwise. Arcadia has now become, at best,
backdrop, and seems hardly present at all; no more than it is in the popular England’s Helicon
(1600), where it is for the most part little more than a location for slightly risqué verses and

75 Walter R Davis, “A Map of Arcadia: Sidney’s Romance in Its Tradition”, in Sidney’s Arcadia, Yale University
Press, New Haven and London, 1965, pp 7-8.
76 Levin, The Myth of the Golden Age in the Renaissance, p 95.
77 Sidney, “The Countesse of Pembroke’s Arcadia [Old Arcadia]”, p 120.
78 Williams, The Country and the City, p 22.
79 Sidney, “The Countesse of Pembroke’s Arcadia [New Arcadia]”, p 141.
80 William Empson, Some Versions of the Pastoral, New Directions, New York, 1974, pp 27ff.
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desirous commentary on love and gender, given some kind of carnivalesque licence. 81 Williams
is fairly dismissive of the Renaissance pastoral, describing it as a gradual excision of actual rural
life and relations:
as we move from Theocritus to Virgil, two centuries later, in the first century before Christ, we
find a continuity of pastoral which in and through its literary elaboration maintains its contact
with the working year and with the real social conditions of country life … The achievement, if
it can be called that, of the Renaissance adaptation of just these classical modes is that, step by
step, these living tensions are excised, until there is nothing countervailing, and selected images
stand as themselves: not in a living but in an enamelled world. 82

Under what conditions did this occur? It was, of course, a period which had already seen
enclosures. The dominant marker of success for the moneyed classes was becoming the
country estate: the manor house surrounded by parklands. The Renaissance arcadia or Eden
can then be read as an example of Mannheim’s counter-utopia: 83 a legitimating narrative for the
enclosures that runs against works opposing them, such as More’s Utopia. 84

Fin-de-siècle arcadias
The period following the Paris Commune (1871) was significant for utopian (and dystopian)
production. Bellamy’s Looking Backward 2000-1887 (1888) and Morris’s News from Nowhere
(1890) were published in quick succession.85 Engels’s Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (1880), if
intended as a preemptive strike against utopian idealisations, had clearly failed. 86 Peter
Kropotkin’s The Conquest of Bread (1892) and Fields, Factories and Workshops (1904) also
followed, 87 as well as Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities of To-Morrow (1902). 88 This period also
saw the arts and craft movement in Britain, and significant social reforms such as universal
education and declining infant mortality. The hungry years of the 1830s and 1840s, which
produced the utopias of everyday life (Chapter 5), seemed to give way to a new period of social
change. Utopia could once again look to a broad canvas and real social change. At the same
time, the machine age was also producing more of the kind of dystopian anxieties anticipated

Various authors, England’s Helicon: A Collection of Lyrical and Pastoral Poems Published in 1600.
Williams, The Country and the City, pp 16-18.
Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, p 207.
Williams, The Country and the City.
Bellamy, Looking Backward 2000–1887; Morris, News from Nowhere.
Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.
Peter Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Workshops: or Industry Combined With Agriculture and Brain Work with Manual
Work, Thomas Nelson & Sons, London, Edinburgh, Dublin and New York, 1912 (originally 1898); Peter
Kropotkin, The Conquest of Bread, trans Anon, G P Putnam’s Sons, New York and London, 1907 (originally
1892 in French).
88 Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of To-Morrow, Faber and Faber, London, 1965 (originally 1902).
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by Mary Shelley, for example as satirised in Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872) or as depicted in
Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896). 89
One of the most-read arcadian works of the period was arguably Johanna Spyri’s children’s
novel Heidi, published in German in 1880 and in English translation in 1882, and within a short
time French, Dutch, Finnish and Norwegian. 90 The counterposing of the free life on the Swiss
mountains with Peter the goatherd to the stultifying life in the city (Frankfurt), together with
the moral redemption of Heidi’s grandfather and the overcoming of a child’s paralysis through
reintegration with the natural world (elements later to be repeated in Frances Hodgson
Burnett’s A Secret Garden in 1910 91) made this work an instant publishing success across
Northern Europe. The little goats in Heidi are not just symbols of childhood innocence or
freedom in the natural world; Heidi’s relationship is communicative and personal, and she
immediately recognises them as individual beings:
Peter now began suddenly whistling and calling … the goats evidently understood his voice,
for one after the other they came springing down the rocks until they were all assembled on
the green plateau, some continuing to nibble at the juicy stems, others skipping about here and
there or pushing at each other with their horns for pastime.
Heidi jumped and ran in and out among them, for it was new to her to see goats playing
together like this and her delight was beyond words as she joined in their frolics; she made
personal acquaintances with them all in turn, for they were like separate individuals to her, each
single goat having a particular way of behaviour of its own. 92

This is friending on Heidi’s part and partnership on Peter’s. The climax, more an epiphany, in
Heidi occurs when Clara realises she can walk again. Although critiques of Heidi tend to
associate this moment with Christian redemption – and that reading is certainly supported by
Clara’s desire to be “useful” – it is equally a moment of reunification with the other-thanhuman world, brought about by the goat on her lap, the mountain and the field of flowers:
And Clara found a strange new pleasure in sitting all alone like this on the mountain side, her
only companion a little goat … An unaccustomed feeling of joy took possession of her …

89 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein: Or, The Modern Prometheus, Wordsworth Editions, London, 1999 (originally 1818);
Samuel Butler, Erewhon, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1985 (originally 1872 amended 1901, based in part on
articles published 1860-1864); H G Wells, The Island of Doctor Moreau, ed Patrick Parrinder, Penguin, London,
2005 (originally 1896).
90 Stan, “Heidi in English: A Bibliographic Study”.
91 Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden, David R Godine, Boston, 1994 (originally 1910). Both Heidi and
The Secret Garden continued to be read in the decades that followed, and have had currency and influence in the
terminus era: I read both works as a child.
92 Spyri, Heidi, pp 37-38.
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Heidi had meanwhile reached her field of flowers … the fragrance that arose from the whole
sunlit expanse was as if the rarest balsam had been flung over it. … Suddenly she turned and
[ran to] Clara’s side … “Oh, you must come … It is more beautiful than you can imagine …” 93

Love of place is strong. Peter and Heidi help Clara to the field, and on the way she begins to walk.
The final part of this scene is one of original beauty and reenchantment: “the ecstasy aroused by
the sunlight and the scent of flowers”. 94 As a utopia, Heidi brings together people of all classes
and ages; it reconnects the human with the other-than-human; and for several characters,
returns them to themselves. Heidi situates the pastoral as the dream of the better, more
authentic life as against that of the alienating, class-ridden city.
Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) is not strictly pastoral, and the use of the term has been one
of the strategies by which his vision has been dismissed. Insofar as Morris’s main focus is on
showing a transformed urban London, this seems unjustified. However, in the second half of
the book Morris does describe a pleasantly slow river journey culminating in the harvest
passages, which do resonate with Theocritus’s Idyll VII:
As we went, the folk on the bank talked indeed, mingling their kind voices with the cuckoo’s
song, the sweet strong whistle of the blackbirds, and the ceaseless note of the corn-crake as he
crept through the long grass of the mowing-field; whence came waves of fragrance from the
flowering clover amidst of the ripe grass. 95

The mingling voices suggest community and plurality of voices. The birdsong and fragrance, the
merriment and the harvest feast are all consistent with the classical idyll; the sexual tension
between Dick and Clara a version, perhaps, of the shepherd thwarted in love. News is
consistent with Ovid, too, in its refusal to set upon the natural world or letting-be. Clara speaks
against the human/nature dualism of Western thought as she describes the dystopic
nineteenth-century industrial world (as the novel represents it):
Was not their mistake once more bred of the life of slavery that they had been living? – a life
which was always looking upon everything, except mankind, animate and inanimate – “nature”,
as people used to call it – as one thing, and mankind as another. It was natural to people
thinking in this way, that they should try to make “nature” their slave, since they thought
“nature” was something outside them. 96

Morris’s utopia News from Nowhere exemplifies Suvin’s “positive negation”, 97 estranging the
taken-for-granted relations of rich and poor, male and female, work and play, human and
93
94
95
96
97
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nature through a series of inversions, such as the Golden Dustman dressed in finery. It directs
our gaze towards in order to oppose the orientations of industrialisation.
Insofar as Morris’s utopian work is an arcadia, it is a post-revolutionary one, discussed by
Williams as exemplifying the utopia of willed transformation (Chapter 1). This period also
included arcadian visions which were post-apocalyptic. In the case of Richard Jefferies’s After
London: Or, Wild England (1885), a passing planetary body has caused massive flooding and
most of the world’s population has been lost (as it will be in many twentieth and twenty-first
century post-apocalyptic works). 98 In William’s typology, this is the “externally altered world”. 99
However, it is not without its utopian inversions. In a nice anticipation of the nuclear
wastelands that will appear in the post-apocalyptic novels of the twentieth century, London is
now a poisoned waste, where a deadly miasma rises from its swampy ruins. This is a
mediaevalist work, much more strongly so than in Morris, for the feudal hierarchies have been
restored. The main character Felix deplores the cruelties, which are carefully described and not
airbrushed, and dreams of establishing a better world.
Even before he sets out on his quest, Felix takes strong delight in the natural world. While this
does bear some similarity to Sidney’s aristocrats riding in a park, it extends far beyond this to a
detailed Observation of the ways of birds and trees, and interest in their communications:
even Felix, though bound on so gloomy an errand, could not choose but feel the joyous
influence of the morning. …
The thrushes flew but a little way back from the path as they passed, and began to sing directly
they were by. The whistling of blackbirds came from afar where there were open glades or a
running stream; the notes of the cuckoo became fainter and fainter as they advanced farther
from the stockade, for the cuckoo likes the woodlands that immediately border on
cultivation. 100

Felix finds a shepherd’s paradise, an area where clans of shepherds live freely and well, away
from both modernity and feudal oligarchy. The novel turns somewhat colonialist at this point:
the clans of shepherds view him almost as a god, appoint him their king and pledge fealty.
Hudson’s A Crystal Age (1887) imagines an arcadian post-apocalyptic world following
biotechnological catastrophe:
being inflamed with the desire to learn the secrets of nature, hesitating not to dip their hands in
blood, seeking in the living tissues of animals for the hidden springs of life. For in their

98 Jefferies, “After London”, p 15.
99 Williams, “Utopia and Science Fiction”, p 203.
100 Jefferies, “After London”, p 75.
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madness they hoped by knowledge to gain absolute dominion over nature …the end of it was
death. 101

This oppositional source of energy here is clear and strong, despite Jameson’s disparagement:
A regressive pastoral like W.H. Hudson’s A Crystal Age (1887), while it certainly shares Utopian
features with the classical works in the genre, is distinguished from the latter primarily by the
absence from it of any of those one-to-one allusions—generally in the form of inversions—
which make the reading of Utopias a process of allegorical decipherment. 102

Utopian inversions are however present in Hudson’s work, and that they aren’t at first obvious
supports Jameson’s point that we are all contained in various forms of ideology. In its account
of its formative catastrophe, this utopia explicitly addresses dominion over nature. The
inversions duly present themselves as nature: a horse that rebukes the human worker, birds that
come to stare and discuss the strange species of human as the protagonist arrives. Hudson’s is
a post-human world. Houses, each with a single progenitor couple, are scattered across the
countryside like so many beehives. The protagonist is offered an arcadian future, which he is
unable to grasp.
Insofar as arcadia is reinvigorated, it is once again in the form of a turn against the city.
However, the city has become much more sinister than in classical Rome. Jefferies’s miasma of
a London wasteland, and Spyri’s Frankfurt which is so oppressive it causes Heidi’s
psychological collapse, represent more than the city’s moral decline, from which one might
seek solace or replenishment in the fields: they have become toxic, as presaged in Blake’s “dark
Satanic mills”. Insofar as there are new motifs or themes in arcadia, they are perhaps those of
childhood innocence (Heidi) and the possibility of class-free socialism (News from Nowhere).

Impulses to arcadia
It was suggested above that the arcadia is a utopian pastoral form which fuses a depiction of
the everyday with the golden age, and that it is invigorated by multiple impulses. These include:
the longing of the jaded city-dweller for life in an idealised rural world characterised by a
sensual and bountiful nature and a simple but satisfying cultural (and sexual) life (Theocritus); a
related perception that rural life has an integrity, authenticity or other qualities the city lacks
(Spyri); an impulse towards the rural as little more than holiday or temporary retreat (Horace); a
desire to make political commentary on the abuses of power associated with the city, including
its incursions on life in the country (Virgil); a desire to restore what is perceived as having been
lost (Morris and Jefferies); and, last but not least, a kind of conservative cultural legerdemain, in

101 Hudson, A Crystal Age, p 79.
102 Jameson, “Of Islands and Trenches: Naturalization and the Production of Utopian Discourse”, p 7.
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which a fantasy of continuance of the pastoral is used to shore up power relations even as
traditional country livelihoods and synergies are being destroyed (Sidney, Williams).
Some of these impulses may be more or less omnipresent, others stronger at times of changing
urban–rural or industry life-world relations and stresses. The seizure of lands described by
Virgil and the expansion of cities in the classical and Renaissance periods, the enclosures, the
visible impact of industrialisation on the landscape, all produced well-developed arcadias.
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II
Arcadian fictions in the terminus age
The arcadian ideal continues to exert a discernible influence: in public spaces, the ideals of the
garden city movement are still apparent; in private spaces, arcadian motifs are everywhere
recognisable – backyards and patios as private arcadian groves, stereos as commodified flutes,
pets as little goats, water features as arcadian springs. Private spaces within modernity trace an
arcadian yearning which is in continuity with an ongoing desire since the classical period for
landscape, poetry, free time, music, sanctuary, beauty, intimacy with the other-than-human and
the voices of the living earth. The conditions that invigorate arcadia, however, might have been
amplified by particular contemporary anxieties: these will be explored below.
In fiction in the terminal era, arcadia is reinvigorated in two main genres: fantasy and the
personalised non-fiction rural retreat narrative popularised by Peter Mayle, Adam Nicholson
and others. Arcadia also makes significant appearances in other genres including science fiction.
As non-fiction, the retreat idyll epitomised by Mayle’s A Year in Provence (1989) 103 is not
discussed. The following pages will consider two multi-volume fantasy worlds and two science
fiction novels with arcadian themes. The central question here is how arcadia, as a utopian
idealisation, might be undergoing transformation: how its central figures might be adapting to
contemporary anxieties and its themes refashioned to address, in particular, a growing
awareness of environmental catastrophe. Each novel will be briefly summarised, and themes
discussed both across the works and in comparison with earlier arcadian narratives. Some
themes belong more to some works than others: issues of race and social class are problematic
in Tolkien for some critics; questions of gender are most deeply explored by Le Guin; power,
by Pears.

103 Peter Mayle, A Year in Provence, Pan Books, London, 1990 (originally 1989).
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The narratives as arcadias
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (completed around the end of 1949 and published 1954-1955) 104
is a quest trilogy set in Middle-earth, an imaginary aeon before our own “age of men”. Sauron,
an evil figure of great power, holds life through pure will, magical artefacts and what we would
now call the undead. He is about to seize control of Middle-earth, destroying peoples and
forests to extend the waste of Mordor across the entire land. The protagonists who try to stop
him include “hobbits” from an arcadian community called “the Shire”. The Shire resembles an
English rural arcadia, and has been associated by the author with his childhood in “a
Warwickshire village of about the period of the Diamond Jubilee” (1897). 105 The Shire frames
the three volumes which relate how the world is saved from the all-encompassing evil of
Sauron, and it is the Shire that stands as the ideal world to be restored by the narrative.
As the narrative opens, the Shire is a prosperous and peaceful rural province, with farming,
milling, fishing and other rustic occupations, in addition to village/cottage style occupations
such as gardening, and mediaevalist fixtures such as inns and feasts. Technology is limited to
that of the pre-modern era. The hobbits “do not and did not understand or like machines more
complicated than a forge-bellows, a water-mill, or a hand-loom”. 106 They enjoy a complacent
regionalism, a distrust of strangers, and their speech is often rendered as dialect. Their
opinions, speech and love of food and drink are treated humorously. All this is consistent with
earlier mediaevalist depictions; for example the humour Tolkien directs at the hobbits’
appetites and suspicion of strangers is reminiscent of the depiction of the Saxons in Scott’s
mediaevalist Ivanhoe (1819). 107 Perhaps less typical of mediaevalism is its lack of feudal
hierarchies: although there are many elsewhere in the trilogy, the Shire has few. In its avoidance
of hierarchies and lack of government, it displays some typical features of utopia. Government
is limited to a mayor whose role is largely ceremonial, a postal service and a few “Shirriffs” who
patrol the Shire’s borders and help find missing livestock. 108
The Shire’s status as idealised pastoral society is partly established by this simple life and lack of
technology and government, and additionally by its peace, plenty and “well-ordered”
country. 109 In all of the Shire’s history, no hobbit has ever deliberately killed another. 110 The
“bounteous nature” of arcadia and the golden age is also present:

104
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Tolkien completed the draft shortly after Christmas 1949: Tolkien, The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, p 136.
Ibid, p 230, see also p 235.
Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 1, p 13.
Walter Scott, Ivanhoe: A Romance, Dent, London, 1965 (originally 1819).
Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 1, p 21.
Ibid, vol 1, pp 13, 17.
Ibid, vol 3, pp 251-252. An exception is Gollum/Sméagol under the influence of the One Ring: ibid, vol 1, p
59.
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The Shire had seldom seen so fair a summer, or so rich an autumn: the trees were laden with
apples, honey was dripping in the combs, and the corn was tall and full. 111

Throughout, there are references to the Shire as a good place, which others are willing to
sacrifice themselves to save. 112 An ideal Shire-dweller is a gardener, living peacefully in a
cottage, or a farmer connected to the earth:
‘There’s earth under his old feet, and clay on his fingers; wisdom in his bones, and both his
eyes are open.’ 113

Clifford D Simak’s Way Station (1963) is a science fiction novel of the Cold War period, set in
an alien matter transmission station within the arcadian landscape of a re-natured Wisconsin
farm. Its premise is that a returned solider, Enoch Wallace, was recruited by an alien he calls
“Ulysses” to operate a galactic way station on his farm. 114 The interior of the farmhouse has
been reengineered with alien high-technology, leaving only the outer shell to disguise its
presence. 115 Aside from a vegetable patch, the farm has returned to wildflowers and wildlife,
allegorical of the life-world of Earth. 116 In a daily, meditative walk from the alien installation to
his mail box, Enoch encounters the arcadian world: trees and squirrels, birds and flowers, a
stream, an arcadian spring. 117 There is even a version of a nymph: Lucy Fisher, a girl of about
twenty from a neighbouring farm described as a deaf-mute, who roams on the hillside with the
other-than-human world and is able to magically cure or hex:
She knew these things and lived with them and was, in some strange way, a specific part of
them. She was one who dwelt apart in an old and lost apartment of the natural world. She
occupied a place that Man long since had abandoned, if, in fact, he’d ever held it. 118

Enoch is cast in the role of shepherd, initially, through his role as caretaker of the galactic
station. He looks after aliens in transit, meeting their various needs and, where interspecies
communication permits, offers a sensitive, responsive engagement with those who pass
through. The Cold War provides the novel’s world-sized problem: how to avert nuclear war.
Through the application of an alien mathematical model to contemporary events, Enoch learns
that nuclear war and global destruction are imminent and inevitable. 119 At this point, he

111 Ibid, vol 1, p 72.
112 For example in Frodo’s naming it the “firm foothold” he will save by leaving; and the Rangers long labour to
keep it safe: ibid, vol 1, pp 67, 239.
113 Tom Bombadil of Farmer Maggot, ibid, vol 1, p 133.
114 Simak, Way Station, pp 50-52.
115 Ibid, pp 31-32, 52.
116 Ibid, pp 32-35.
117 Ibid.
118 Ibid, p 36.
119 Ibid, pp 61-62.
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reluctantly becomes the world’s shepherd who must decide whether to invoke a galactic
response which would cast the world back into pre-modernity or whether to allow humanity to
destroy both itself and the wider life-world. 120
Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea tales comprise five novels and a number of short stories. They are
complex and multi-themed, but will be discussed here mainly in their arcadian aspect, as
located on the Island of Gont where life is materially simple but is associated with the deep
wisdom of the earth. People keep goats, hens and orchards, and live a pre-modern life. Nature
rewards hard work through seasonal richness of fruit and harvest, and a good livelihood is
possible from farming. This can be satisfying, for those who embrace it, although some are
unhappy or fail to live peaceably (for all the usual human reasons). Gont the place is idealised,
but its farms and villages contain possibilities of disharmony. In the early novels, the ideal is
located deeper within Gont, in the quietist, relatively solitary life of the mage Ogion, and
reached through a kind of engaged communion with the forest and the mountain. Later, as the
series continues, this ideal Gont expands to encompass a sense of community, and the rural
erupts in conflict and then restoration and hope in the possibility of arcadia, albeit one that will
have to be consciously created and negotiated.
The initial trilogy of Earthsea novels situates the Island of Gont as a point of departure and
return. The character Ged appears in all three novels. In the first, A Wizard of Earthsea (1968),
he begins as a small boy herding goats for the village. When he is older it is discovered he can
work magic, and he is apprenticed to a mage known as Ogion the Silent:
And the mage’s long, listening silence would fill the room … and when Ogion spoke ... the
words he spoke were no great matters but had to do only with simple things, bread and water
and weather and sleep. 121

Not understanding Ogion’s gifts, Ged chooses to leave Gont early in the first novel, returning
only briefly in that book when pursued. 122 This passage is crucial, however, since it establishes
many aspects of the idealised Gont: the presence of the forest and mountain, the small
everyday tendings and a communicative relationship with the other-than-human:
Ogion who spoke to spiders on their webs and had been seen to greet trees courteously never
said a word to the Lord of the Isle. 123

120 Ibid, pp 124-129.
121 Ursula K Le Guin, “A Wizard of Earthsea”, in The Earthsea Trilogy, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1979, pp 27-28
(originally 1968).
122 Ibid, pp 116ff.
123 Ibid, p 116.
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In the second novel, The Tombs of Atuan (1971), no scene is set in Gont, yet Gont is very much
present as a utopian locus. After the primary plotline ends, the main character Tenar cannot
stay in her native land. 124 She dreads living in a major city, and fears there is no place where she
might live with others. 125 Ged tells her of Gont, a place where she can live with Ogion in a
small house with goats and a garden patch, and “find kindness and silence”. 126
In the third novel, The Farthest Shore (1973), Gont again appears as the utopian locus. Glimpsed
in a vision induced in a water-mirror by Ged, it is a place of forests, mountains, meadows and
silence, very much a reprisal of Gont as depicted in the first two novels. 127 Ogion is there,
tending his goats and gathering herbs and Ged yearns to join him, in the silence of the
forest. 128 This yearning is fulfilled at the end of the trilogy. 129 At this point, his wizardry has
been entirely spent in the main plot line. 130 On his return to Gont, Ged’s life will become like
that of Ogion’s: wandering on the mountain, tending fruit trees and goats.
In 1990, Le Guin published Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea. Gont is the setting of this
narrative, rather than arcadian frame. The main plotline calls into question the male power
structures of the trilogy. 131 Against misuse of this power are pitched Tenar, now middle-aged;
an abused child Tehanu; an uneducated village witch Moss; Ged, now a magicless shepherd;
and a dragon Kalessin. In Tehanu, both Earthsea and Gont have changed. Earthsea is being
reunified under a king; on Gont, the solitude of Ogion has given way to an inclusive
community. Arcadian Gont is evoked in much more detail at key points in the novel, and rural
life is embraced.132
The fifth Earthsea novel The Other Wind (2001) picks up themes from the trilogy about the
worlds of the dead and the living, and whether it is possible to pass between these. While there
are many ways of interpreting the novel, one aspect it clearly addresses is the correction of an
error that separates the human and the other-than-human, and the reestablishment of their
worlds as one:
“They are beasts as we are beasts. Men are animals that speak”. 133
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Le Guin, “The Tombs of Atuan”, p 288.
Ibid, p 298.
Ibid, p 299.
Le Guin, “The Farthest Shore”, pp 420-421.
Ibid, p 421.
Ibid, p 478.
Ibid, p 475.
See especially Le Guin, Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, pp 196-201.
Ibid, pp 29-31, 35-36, 154-155, 225-226.
Le Guin, The Other Wind, p 141.
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Like the trilogy, The Other Wind begins and ends in Gont. The larger affairs of the world, again
threatened by the life/death boundary, carry the main plot line and Gont is the ideal home and
the point of departure and return. Finally, a short story “The Bones of the Earth” in Tales from
Earthsea (2001), develops aspects of Gont alluded to in the earlier works: the being of the
mountain and the deep places of the earth. 134
Iain Pears’s Arcadia (2015) is a science fiction novel set in multiple time periods, past and
future. Political wrangling over the use of a time machine created in the twenty-third century by
mathematician Angela Meerson leads her to flee to the twentieth century.135 There, she decides
to create an alternative world in an isolated time bubble, which must be unconnected to the
current timeline so that it will cease to exist when she ends her experiment.136 Casting about for
a fictitious but internally-consistent secondary world to suit her purposes, she first attempts to
instantiate Tolkien’s Middle-earth, but this collapses repeatedly no matter how many of
Tolkien’s improbable elements she deletes.137 She then turns to the notes and musings on a
fantasy arcadia called “Anterworld” by Henry Lytten, 138 the (fictitious) member of a group
which is appears to be remnant Inklings, meeting minus Lewis and Tolkien in Oxford in
1960. 139 Lytten is an academic specialising in Sir Philip Sidney, 140 and his Anterworld is an ideal
pre-modern, specifically English, version of the pastoral:
a beautiful, open, empty landscape, bathed in sunlight. … Gentle rolling hills, green and dotted
with sheep. The very ideal of paradise. At least for an English reader. 141

Lytten draws on both classical and Renaissance sources: bountiful nature, happy rustics, birds
and trees, learned shepherds and feasts; and also aristocratic intrigues, plots hatched in the
woods and cross-dressing lovers. Intent on depicting “a society that works”, he devises
methods for dividing harvests and coping with drought, a belief system that values “the animals
and the trees and the spirits” and traditions to keep those in positions of power humble. 142
These workings are fused with images of plenty evoking the golden age. 143
Anterworld is brought into existence by Angela’s machine, but her plan for a controlled
experiment is thwarted by Rosie, a young neighbour of Lytten’s, who goes through the portal
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Ursula K Le Guin, “The Bones of the Earth”, in Tales from Earthsea, Orion, London, 2002 (originally 2001).
Pears, Arcadia, pp 28-29.
Ibid, pp 150, 186.
Ibid, pp 187-188.
Ibid, pp 190-191.
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to Anterworld in search of a cat. 144 The experiment cannot be shut down with Rosie inside,
and the interactions with our “real” world multiply, causing the fantasy world to start to
actualise and attach itself to our timeline. 145 Eventually, Anterworld is revealed to be not merely
an invocation of an idealised past, as its name might suggest, but one of two possible futures. 146
The second is an overcrowded global conurbation ruled by a technocratic oligarchy where
nearly every freedom has been suppressed and there is no space left for the vanished otherthan-human.147 Angela comes from the latter future and, as it happens, has left a functioning
time machine behind. A nuclear bomb is lobbed through that machine directly into a twentieth
or twenty-first century crisis point by a technocrat who believes the machine connects, not to
the past, but to alternative timelines. A nuclear war results, past and present mutually shift, and
Anterworld is revealed as our own, very real, post-apocalyptic future.

The world-sized threat
All four texts work on a large canvas, saving the entire living world from some form of
impending devastation. In Tolkien this doom is Sauron’s despoiling of Middle-earth, in Simak a
nuclear war, in Le Guin the world of the dead destroying the world of the living, in Pears the
overpopulated global conurbation and almost total loss of the other-than-human.
This scale is now entirely familiar. Many fantasy novels take “saving the world” as their heroic
task; others witness the world’s destruction; some might even do both, by saving a future even
as the past is destroyed. This can also be the case for contemporary science fiction. Such
ambitions are not new: Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826) wiped out humanity by pandemic
and H G Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898) imagined a devastating alien invasion. 148
However, in the post-WWII period the all-encompassing threat becomes the standard rather
than exceptional locus in a surge of Tolkien-fuelled fantasy novels, and more prevalent in other
speculative fiction genres, particularly young-adult works. From Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia
(1950-1956) to Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials (1995-2000), 149 the fate of a world (or
worlds) is at stake. Overpopulation, climate change, nuclear wars, genetic manipulation, mind
control, religious fundamentalism and corporate dystopias join alien invasions, plagues, natural
disasters and mad scientists.
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145
146
147
148

Ibid, pp 20, 88ff.
Ibid, pp 190-195, 279, 421.
Ibid, pp 422-423.
Ibid, pp 162-164, 469, 562.
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These threats intensify over time. Zombies in the 1930s attacked individuals or groups;
zombies from the 1950s and 1960s threaten civilisation. 150 In Ian Fleming’s Moonraker (1955)
James Bond must foil a plot to destroy London; in Lewis Gilbert’s film version (1979), he must
save the world. 151 The sheer numbers of English-language post-apocalyptic and dystopian
fictions in the young adult genre rise from the 1960s, with a sharp rise in the 2000s. 152 It seems
events are getting more serious.
As, of course, they are. After Hiroshima, the idea that nuclear war might destroy planetary life
no longer seemed a wild surmise of science fiction, and pessimistic works such as Neville
Shute’s On the Beach (1957) and Stanley Kramer’s film version (1959) have had a wide
audience. 153 As the unfolding ecological catastrophes of the Anthropocene became more
widely known, they were accompanied by a related increase in fictional representations: Milner
et al note a sharp increase in climate fictions from the 1970s. 154 Still more recently, it has
become apparent that there will be no rescue,155 that particular interests within late capitalism
continue to influence nations to respond to climate change with denial or inaction, placing
profit over planetary survival. 156 It is an open question, but the marked increase in dystopian
young adult fiction noted by reviewers 157 might owe much to this terminal trajectory. Certainly
the numbers do increase in the 2000s, perhaps around 2004, an idea-to-publication cycle length
after the third IPCC report (2001), which “states baldly that global warming, unprecedented
since the end of the last ice age, is ‘very likely,’ with highly damaging future impacts”. 158 Also
around the time of the IPCC report several nations, including the United States and Australia,
very publicly refused to ratify an international protocol on carbon emissions. 159 As Paolo
Bacigalupi observes:

150 Shawn McIntosh, “The Evolution of the Zombie: The Monster That Keeps Coming Back”, in Zombie Culture:
Autopsies of the Living Dead, ed Shawn McIntosh and Marc Leverette, The Scarecrow Press, Lanham (MD),
Toronto, Plymouth, 2008.
151 Ian Fleming, Moonraker, Jonathan Cape, London, 1955; Lewis Gilbert, Moonraker, United Artists, 1979.
152 Amy H Sturgiss, “Updated Young Adult Dystopia List”, EldritchHobbit blog, 2011-2013,
http://eldritchhobbit.livejournal.com/383211.html.
153 Neville Shute, On the Beach, Heinemann, Melbourne, London and Toronto, 1957; Stanley Kramer, On the Beach,
United Artists, 1959.
154 Andrew Milner et al., “Ice, Fire and Flood: Science Fiction and the Anthropocene”, Thesis Eleven, 2015, vol
131, no 1, p 14.
155 This aphorism from Jean Hegland, Into the Forest, Bantam Books, New York, 1998 (originally 1996).
156 Naomi Oreskes and Erik M Conway, Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obsured the Truth on Issues from
Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming, Bloomsbury, New York, 2012 (originally 2010).
157 See eg Charlie Cooper, “Doomed! The New Teen Book Genre: Dystopian Fiction is Swiftly Taking Over from
Vampires and Werewolves”, The Independent, 10 April 2011.
158 American Institute of Physics, “Timeline (Milestones)”, The Discovery of Global Warming, 2003-2016,
https://www.aip.org/history/climate/timeline.htm.
159 George Bush refused to sign the Kyoto Protocol in 2001, John Howard in 2002: Douglas Jehl, “U.S. Going
Empty-Handed to Meeting on Global Warming”, The New York Times, 29 March 2001; Anita Talberg, Simeon
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I suspect that young adults crave stories of broken futures because they themselves are uneasily
aware that their world is falling apart. The truth of the world around us is changing and teens
want to read something that isn’t a lie … whether we’re looking at the loss of biodiversity, or
the depletion of cheap and easily accessible energy, or the hazards of global warming, our
children will inherit a world significantly depleted and damaged in comparison to the one our
parents handed down to us. And they know it. 160

No wonder, then, that problems are world-sized in fantasy, or that in science fiction dystopias
are much more common than utopias. 161 The modern subject has need to express anxieties
that, if not entirely new – Frank Kermode reminds us that apocalyptic fears haunt every era 162
– are nonetheless for the first time supported by the gravitas of science. Other events that
almost certainly contributed to contemporary anxieties have included the September 2001
attacks on New York, the financial crisis of 2008 and the conflicts in the Middle East. We
might dismiss the idea that a child can save the world or be incredulous that adults read J K
Rowling, but it is insufficient to discount these works as “juvenile” or “infantile”. 163 The
problems are all too real for such a body of (arguably) responsive works to be so easily
dismissed – even if those responses seem strangely detached from the real-world plausible and
some might consider that they fail to exhibit “properly utopian” features such as an historical
hypothesis (Suvin and Jameson) or willed transformation (Williams).
Instead, we might explore hints suggested by these four texts. In each, we can note that arcadia
is a by-way, juxtaposed to a world that must be saved from doom. The arcadia is neither the
source of the peril, nor factored into the machinations of the forces directed towards universal
destruction. The imperilled world is one where the drive to power and a willingness to organise
society in pragmatic accommodation of power have created serious instability.
Sauron/Saruman in The Lord of the Rings are one version of this; Oldmanter/Hanslip in Pears.
In Le Guin and Simak these forces are not individuated to the same extent, but can be
identified within the social structure: the wizards who desire power and believe they are able to
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manage it; the Cold War nations which accept the necessity of the build-up of nuclear
weapons. Alongside these global struggles, arcadia may seem exquisite but transient, a butterfly
on a freeway overpass. All four arcadias are good examples of Jameson’s “utopian enclave”, in
which he places the utopian imagination as an eddy or backwater, a “pocket of stasis”, a
utopian fantasy.164
Jameson’s insights draw attention to several features of Le Guin’s and Tolkien’s arcadias: they
depict places initially unaffected by social change, and their by-ways do not represent the
broader world (Le Guin) or the world to come (Tolkien). Applied to science fiction Jameson’s
remarks draw our attention to the presence of fantasy hidden within the SF that China Miéville
has commented on. 165 In both science fiction works, impossible and barely explained machines
drive us towards a better future. Pears’s time machine is somehow able to shape the future to
become arcadia, Simak’s Talisman device to connect everyone to a universal spiritual energy to
avert nuclear war. 166 Both works utilise a fantastic “black box” device to amend the nature of
the social world at a stroke.
This leads us to another observation. Paradoxically, the idealised feudalism of Le Guin and
Tolkien is more able than the science fiction to work up its better future through reorganised
social relations consistent with its context. Subsequent to the heroic overcoming of evil, both
Earthsea and Middle-earth resolve their social problems through the appointment of a “good
prince”, who sets about applying not magic but perfectly ordinary systems of law and
governance. The magic in these fantasy worlds is applied to the overcoming of an equally
magical evil; the social is restored through politics and a program of change.
We might also notice that arcadia opens three of the works, closes all four and, during the
course of each narrative, acts a touchpoint to the quest to heal the world. Enoch’s reflections
are infused with arcadian observations of his world; Ged and Sam see Gont and the Shire in
magical water mirrors when they are far away; events in Anterworld are described in parallel
subplots. Hollingdale’s comment on Earthsea is true of all the works: “And always, here and
there, a longing for pastoral, at last fulfilled”. 167 Arcadia is the idealised vision of what is under
threat, a poignant reminder of how much has been or might be lost, a source of hope during a
period of struggle, a place to which to return and rebuild a better future. The difficulty of
arcadia as a point of idealised return for the twentieth or twenty-first century readers is its
unavailability: the scores of non-fiction retreat idylls notwithstanding, less than half of the
world’s billions still inhabit rural landscapes, and fewer still are in regions that are peaceful and
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Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 15.
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Simak, Way Station, pp 180, 182.
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prosperous. Of the four texts, only Simak shows a present-day arcadia as an enclave of otherthan-human relations still extant within a troubled world. Le Guin and Tolkien are situated in
other-worlds analogous to a feudal past; Pears in a post-nuclear holocaust future. Alex Chang
in Pears’s Arcadia points to this as the main point of difficulty for the arcadian telos as a solution
to modernity’s ills: a massive depopulation would be needed to achieve it:
“… My world staggers through, cruel and mean though it is. This Arcadian idyll of yours
requires the wholesale destruction of nearly all of humanity and hundreds of years of misery
and despair. It is built on corpses.” 168

Yet the problem of impracticality applies only if arcadia is a literal destination. Arcadia as a
utopian form is not necessarily about creating a community of shepherds – only Le Guin
actually finishes on a goat farm. Insofar as it is a telos, it can manifest not as form of social
organisation or utopian program but as an arcadian impulse traceable in particular continuities
of the Western subject’s claim on ideal daily life. A shared set of arcadian beliefs about what
constitutes a concordance with self and others might include creative expression,
custodian/friend relations with animal others, and a form of desirous relationship to landscape
resulting in features of outdoor spaces traceable to the idyll. Arcadian impulse in this sense can
be as well enacted in a suburban or even urban neighbourhood as in a bucolic retreat. For
Morris’s workman reduced to “a skinny and pitiful existence”, these works might be read as
Abensour’s “education of desire” – but for twentieth and twenty-first century readers, they
might express desires that are already held. Fictional arcadias offer an expansive, fully-realised
version of a persistent ideal. As an expression of the belief in an alternative to the global
problems they are positioned alongside, they should not be read down as consolatory fantasy
but read up as a form of lodestone pointing always through crises and towards ideal relations.
These are not fantasies of retreat: all four treat with the ethical dimensions of power. Like
Morris’s News from Nowhere, they offer “an epoch of rest” following turmoil. In this reading,
they are not infantile or narcissistic but an active attempt to preserve a shared idea of essential
aspects of human relations with world in the face of particular pressures.169
In three of the four works, the threatened annihilation is one of human contrivance but is not
necessarily intentional. In Simak, the nuclear threat is the culmination of many nations making
many missteps: there is no overarching villain or rogue nation. 170 In Le Guin’s early work the
global threat has a single villain, but eighteen years later the threat arises from the hubris of an
entire class of wizards seeking to gain power over the material world without understanding the

168 Pears, Arcadia, p 548.
169 ‘Essential’, as in essentialist, is used quite deliberately here. Essentialist ideas persist: how they may be wrong or
flawed is another question entirely.
170 Simak, Way Station, p 61.
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consequences. As Jameson observes, “Le Guin thus begins in ethics and ends up in history”. 171
In Pears, while there is a representative figure in Oldmanter he does not create the conditions
of overpopulation and spent resources, and the logic by which he creates nuclear war as a
solution is shared by others. The later works are more likely to implicate power and forms of
social organisation than a single “dark lord”. Tolkien’s earlier work, which has a dark lord, is
widely seen as allegorical of the world wars in Europe; Hitler and Sauron are both leaders
regathering strength for a second war with brutal territorial ambition. However, the crises in
the later texts have no obvious leading figure. As Arne Næss observes: “The profundity of the
[environmental] crisis is due in part to its largely uncontrolled character: developments proceed
at an accelerating pace even though no group, class, or nature has necessarily determined,
planned, or accepted the next phase”. 172
As a final observation, we can note that three have no “last battle”. The Lord of the Rings does
appear to, and has been a model for a multitude of subsequent fantasy last battles. Way Station
is plotted around the necessity of avoiding a nuclear last battle. A crippled child, a widow and a
man who has lost his wizardry, a dragon are the heroes of Tehanu; there is no battle scene. The
Other Wind resolves none of its several threats with a battle: not the dragons, not the warlord of
the Kargs, and not the dead; instead, some form of treaty or accommodation is made with
each. The war is resolved through the marriage of Lebannen to the warlord’s daughter. If The
Farthest Shore and Tehanu “show the progressive decline of wizardry in favour of secular power
(Lebannen) and domestic power (Tenar)”, 173 the Other Wind similarly shows the decline of
heroic power in favour of the power of relationship. Robert Holtom notes that while the early
Earthsea novels are hero-quests, Le Guin’s later novels are post-heroic, depicting heroic
communities rather than individuals. He suggests these are the “new stories to live by”, needed
to face current crises. 174
In Tolkien, the heroic is very much present, but despite its prototypical status his last battle is a
hoax to disguise the real plan to destroy the ring. Those who take part are well aware of its
implausibility and certain failure. Throughout, the figures who turn back “the shadow” are
often the marginalised rather than the powerful: Éowyn’s and Merry’s slaying of the Captain of
the Nazgûl; the Ents and Huorns’ unexpected intervention in the battle against Saruman; Sam
and Frodo’s fortitude in completing the journey to Mount Doom; Gollum’s role in finishing
the quest; the elderly Théoden’s slaying of the southern chieftain.
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Pears, like Le Guin, can be read as post-heroic. The resolution of the struggle for power within
Anterland is solved by a comic-mode strategy involving the bringing together of all parties for
an unveiling of who’s-who and who-did-what, rather than a battle. In several recent young
adult series such as The Hunger Games there is ostensibly a last battle but it turns out not to meet
its promise to end the social problems. Post-revolutionary society must grapple with the reemergence of the same structures of power that were fought against. Perhaps last battles are
becoming less plausible in the face of global crises that cannot be ascribed to or defeated by
any one individual or group, or located in any one place.
Turning to previous periods by way of comparison, before the late-nineteenth century a worldsized threat makes only very occasional appearances in (or alongside) arcadia. The troubled
relations between city and country and the inequities and hardships that follow in Virgil or
Mantuanus are not world-sized. In the late nineteenth century works however – the same
period as numerous utopias appear – we can see a number of global threats standing in
relationship to arcadia.
Hudson’s global catastrophe arises as the unintended consequence of misuse of the power of
science, much as in Pears’s Arcadia. While the trajectory from dystopia to arcadia is similar, in
Pears the dystopia is explored at length and the community aspects are stronger; Rosie from
1960 and Catherine from the 23rd century are able to join the pastoral/feudal future, whereas
Hudson’s protagonist Smith is so alienated he kills himself. The sense of a renegotiated future
is missing in A Crystal Age.
Jefferies’s After London anticipates that a global disaster – the cause forgotten or unknown,
perhaps “the passage of an enormous dark body through space” close to the earth 175 – has
returned Britain to feudal social relations, which are neither idealised nor airbrushed. His
world-healing benefits the restored forest and the other-than-human, rather than human social
relations. He reminds us why even the feudal is preferable to industrial modernity, by taking the
protagonist Felix to visit the toxic miasma of the former London. Felix’s journey also takes him
to an actual arcadia in the form of a free community of shepherds. In the end, however, the
novel reads largely as young adult personal adventure. Felix plans to collect his sweetheart and
return to set up his own estate, where the free shepherds have decided to become his subjects;
arcadia is to be colonised. Alternatively, the narrative could be read as a double world-healing,
first for the other-than-human, and then for the human. This is possible for, although the
novel ends abruptly before the project of fusing arcadia with the feudal commences, its shape is
sketched out – Felix accepts their fealty but plans that the shepherd tribes should continue as

175 Jefferies, “After London”, p 15.
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before, and he would “be king only during war-time”.176 The main points of commonality with
recent works are that his arcadia is both a by-way and a destination.
Morris’s News from Nowhere imagines a post-revolutionary society, where social relations have
been utterly changed and the ills of industrial modernity healed. His society is not an arcadia
per se – it is a communalist utopia – but arcadia is everywhere present. The work is rich in
pastoral idealisations, and offers a vision of daily life infused with creative expression, delight in
landscape and care for the conativity of the other-than-human. Roger C Lewis rightly compares
Morris’s harvest passages to Theocritus’s Idyll VII “The Harvest-Home”. 177 As with Le Guin,
arcadia in Morris is a facet of lived experience regarded as an indispensable aspect of the ideal,
and the form of localised socialism in News encourages the arcadian to flourish within it.
Community members are able to recover essential aspects of the human,178 “work-pleasure”
and joy in encounter with the living world, which under industrialisation were stunted or
sullied. In his “How I Became a Socialist”, Morris describes conditions of deprivation as so
great that a typical workman could scarcely imagine a better world. Art, he insists, can set “set
the true ideal of a full and reasonable life before him, a life to which the perception and creation
of beauty, the enjoyment of real pleasure that is, shall be felt to be as necessary to man as his
daily bread”. 179 This supports Abensour’s argument that, while Morris’s News from Nowhere is
romance, it is socialist romance and, as such, actively engaged in the “education of desire”. 180
Morris’s arcadian aspects can also be read as an example of Chertkova’s suggestion that “utopia
proper” is a type of consciousness, an “orientation” towards the ideal. Utopia in this form
comprehends its ideal, articulates it, strives for it, has its own coherence and presents its own
unity of thought and practice. 181 Yet, unlike the utopian program, it does not structure the
politics, work and community; instead, it is entwined through these. 182 Unlike the utopian
impulse, it is not a by-way but is everywhere present. We might tentatively suggest that
“education of desire” operates not merely through representation of improved material
conditions but through a particular “orientation” to both social relations and World. This
offers a way to read the utopian aspects of certain fantasy fictions, the best of which are
always working against their feudal frames. Arcadia as a form of consciousness can be seen in
Le Guin’s Gont, Simak’s Way Station and Tolkien’s Shire, all of which show arcadian being-inworld as part of the protagonists’ ongoing practice within communities with other imperatives.
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Heidi of course has no world-sized peril, but H G Wells’s The War of the Worlds (1898) certainly
does: it explores a global threat and, at a stretch, its village or outer-urban idealisations could be
read as having elements of the arcadian. As in Jefferies, the peril is not of human creation. In
Wells, the global threat isn’t so much resolved, as self-resolving when all the Martian invaders
die from earthly infections. Wells does show the healing of the world, mainly comprising
rebuilding and the return to everyday life. 183 Social relations are therefore restored, but much as
they were before, albeit with a greater sense of “the conception of the commonweal of
mankind”, accompanied by a loss of confidence in humanity’s secure position and a new
wariness towards space. 184 Science is the main beneficiary, however, through reverse
engineering Martian technology. 185
In summary, virtually all the features of the world-sized threat discussed in the terminus-era
volumes are also found in at least one earlier arcadian text. They are not as likely to be present,
but all are anticipated. The differences are twofold: first, in each of the contemporary works the
protagonists must participate personally in healing the world; second, there is a marked increase
in the detail and conviction with which the later works depict a human-created terminal
trajectory. The late nineteenth century was already well aware that technology, industrial
capitalism and/or political error could have harsh consequences for communities. However,
the urgency for central characters to intervene is present only in Morris.

Past-ness – nostalgia, consolation or something else?
In Le Guin, Tolkien and Pears, the recovery of arcadia is intertwined with the use of “pastness” as a narrative strategy, in that each reimagines a pre-modern feudal world. Simak’s
backwoods arcadia also has elements of “past-ness”, since Enoch does not age inside the way
station and has been caretaker since the Civil War. 186 However, his connection to the past
serves mainly to give him an historical perspective, a vision that reaches forwards as well as
back, across the aeons and including the future of the earth. 187
In each of the other three we find versions of the feudal. Their fictional time periods are not
necessarily confined to historical time. Tolkien sets his otherworld in a mythical past, Le Guin
on another world, Pears in the future; regardless, each explores the utopian possibilities premodern conditions seem to offer.
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Ongoing debate in fantasy criticism has considered how to interpret these ubiquitous
mediaevalisms. Le Guin and Tolkien have both been castigated for their use of past-ness,
commonly on the grounds that this strategy is either manifestly or latently conservative. 188
Mediaevalist fictions are held to express a conservative, nostalgic yearning for lost certainties
and to support a ruling-class ideology; and at the same time are somehow consoling, containing
the desires of those who have experienced loss in modernity as a way of dissipating possible
dissent. 189
Tolkien, we should note, did indeed believe that consolation was one of the aims of the “fairy
story” – this was not a class-based ideal but a Christian one. 190 The depiction of The Shire is
most certainly nostalgic, for the village of Tolkien’s childhood, for a loss of rural landscape and
ways of life.
The argument for the fundamentally conservative nature of mediaevalist fantasy fiction rests on
a trivet of hierarchy, nostalgia and consolation. It regards the works’ politics as yearning for and
romanticising class hierarchies; the forms of representation as nostalgic for a time that never
was and never will be; and claims that readers are offered a consolatory placebo which deploys
enchantment and heroic resolution to displace real-world concerns. “Class” will be discussed
below. “Consolation displacing dissent” is a psychological/social affect that literary analysis
cannot uncover and we should call it out as the unproven claim it is. For all we know – and
noting Patrick Curry’s counterclaim that The Lord of the Rings was a popular activist text in the
counterculture period 191 – fictions described as “consolatory” might well strengthen dissent.
The desire they “uncover” might not be neatly “re-covered”. 192 In their compensatory aspect,
the heroic figures who battle, trick or outthink vastly more powerful enemies do suggest the
presence of a wish-fulfilment function. However, this style of narrative is present in a dozen
genres other than fantasy, several of which offer as much or more of this type of reading
pleasure. The conservative quality of a mediaevalist secondary world is not adequately
evidenced merely by the presence of the heroic. Nor are the functions of the heroic static:
female writers of the heroic fantasy such as Tamora Pierce have developed the genre,

188 For an argument that mediaevalising may be inherently conservative despite authorial intentions, see Michael
D C Drout, “Reading the Signs of Light: Anglo Saxonism, Education and Obedience in Susan Cooper’s The
Dark is Rising”, The Lion and the Unicorn, 1997, vol 21, no 2.
189 See eg Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, pp 154-155. L Olsen, Ellipse of Uncertainty: An Introduction to
Postmodern Fantasy, Greenwood Press, Westport (CT), 1987; Michael Moorcock, Wizardry and Wild Romance: A
Study of Epic Fantasy, Victor Gollancz, London, 1987.
190 Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories”, pp 62ff.
191 Patrick Curry, Defending Middle-Earth: Tolkien: Myth and Modernity, HarperCollins, London, 1998, pp 54-56
(originally 1997).
192 Jackson’s claim in Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, pp 3-4.
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reworking traditional romance to express contemporary ideals. 193 The past, of course, is not
fixed in time, but changes with each new perspective. In Pears’s Arcadia, this is not just a
commonplace idea about history but is literally true: the past reorganises itself to fit future
events or, rather, the past and future are mutually (re)determining. 194
The question of nostalgia remains. In The Country and the City, Williams traces the history of
nostalgia for the countryside in English literature. In each period, his survey yields works
mourning the recent loss of pastoral “Old England”. He calls this “the moving escalator”,
where the loss of the “peace, innocence, and simple virtue” of the countryside is ever located in
the recent past.195 While scathing of “a thousand pretty exercises on an untroubled rural delight
and peace”, he is sympathetic towards those writing from their own historical experience. 196 In
this way, he traces the pastoral response into two distinct lines from Virgil onwards, one
removed from, the other connected to, the actual conditions of agricultural life. 197 Nostalgia, in
other words, must be anchored in personal or social history to be acceptable. Where it is not, it
becomes sentimental, retrospective or conservative. For those who think it might perhaps be a
radical act to remind of what has been lost, or a model for possible recovery, Williams warns
that “retrospective radicalism” is an avoidance of present-day problems, a “simple backward
look” to an unrecoverable world. 198
Yet he also notes the surprising persistence of rural yearnings into the urban twentieth
century, 199 which he attributes to dissatisfactions with capitalism’s mastery of nature and thence
the human, and the similarity of socialism’s project to capitalism’s in this regard. In such an
impasse, he notes that even “old, sad, retrospective radicalism” may seem the bearer of human
concern, although he argues this is not a viable path. 200
Curry attempts to refute Williams and locates the radical within the nostalgic, specifically within
Tolkien. To do so, he turns to postmodernity to question modernity’s inevitability and
continuance, and suggests that Williams ignores the power of alternative visions:
as things have actually turned out – [Tolkien’s] implicit diagnosis of modernity was prescient;
and his version of an alternative, progressive. That is, in the context of global modernization

193 Anne Melano, “Utopias of Violence: Pierce’s Knights of Tortall and the Contemporary Heroic”, Crossroads: an
Interdisciplinary Journal for the Study of History, Philosophy, Religion and Classics, 2009, vol 3, no 2,
http://www.uq.edu.au/crossroads/Archives/Vol%203/Issue%202%202009/Vol3Iss209%20%2013.Melano%20(p.89-98).pdf.
194 Pears, Arcadia, pp 75, 148-149.
195 Williams, The Country and the City, pp 1-2, 9.
196 Ibid, pp 10, 18.
197 Ibid, p 20.
198 Ibid, pp 36-37.
199 Ibid, p 2.
200 Ibid, p 37.
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and the resistance to it, his stories have become an animating and inspiring new myth. It joins
up with a growing contemporary sense, represented in postmodernism, of history’s sheer
contingency … just as there was life before modernity, so there can be after it.. 201

Williams of course does not ignore ideas, but locates particular uses of past-ness either within
an ideology arising from the economic base of modern capitalism, or in an irrecuperable space
incapable of revising present social conditions. Jameson is similarly critical of Tolkien and
mediaevalising fantasy, finding in it Christian nostalgia and a mourning for the passing of the
old world:
For in its purely thematic form, the vision of an immense historical degradation and the end of
the old world, the old society and the old ways, is everywhere apparent in fantasy. Tolkien
affords us the prototypical expression of this reactionary nostalgia for Christianity and the
medieval world … 202

Briefly indulging in what became a ritual critics’ breast-beating over why fantasy was ascendant
over science fiction, he makes a highly pertinent observation when he describes fantasy’s
popularity as in part due to a new relation to ecology and the body:
The seeming irrecuperable ascendancy of fantasy has in that case no little to do with the
literary advantages offered by its new content in ecology and a now far more extensive
exploration of the possibilities inherent in the human body … 203

New anxieties about the biosphere have indeed occurred at the same time as new
immaterialities. If a writer or reader wishes to express an idealised desire for the green earth, or
for human materiality in husbandry or artisanship, where might they look to find these? The
classical writers could look a little way, or over the mountains to Arcadia, or to the recent past.
These remain possibilities, as the non-fiction retreat novels show, but may not address new and
pressing anxieties. By the Renaissance, arcadias were becoming commodified; in the nineteenth
century they began to retreat into post-apocalyptic futures and mediaevalist fantasies. In our
time, both the post-apocalyptic and the mediaevalist secondary world genres have exploded –
not just with arcadias, but with many other fantasies of spiritual and material recovery. Faced
with a lack of future-ness – or, let us say, a future where the mastery of nature and the human
has been completed – it might seem that the past is a remaining utopian enclave, perhaps the
only location this side of global catastrophe where one can find, the forest, the arcadian grove,
organic community, and other idealised relationships perceived as meaningful. Arcadian
mediaevalist fantasies offer precisely these relations.

201 Curry, Defending Middle-Earth: Tolkien: Myth and Modernity, pp 45-46.
202 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 67.
203 Ibid, p 68.
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Difference and the human(ish) other
“Race”
Difference in Tolkien is inscribed by what he terms “race”, by which he means not visible
ethnicity but something closer to species. Each “race” has typical characteristics: dwarves are
miners and doughty warriors, hobbits lovers of riddles and feasts, and so on. Most of these
differences are positive, part of the “imagined wonder” of Tolkien’s world-building. 204 Much is
made of visual classifications: dark or pale or swarthy, tall or short or squat, not always as
simple negative/positive binaries. The chief of the wild men who live in the forest has a
“strange squat shape” and “flat face”, but is on the side of peace and against Sauron. 205 In
Tolkien’s passage on treating with the wild men, colonialist attitudes by Éomer are immediately
corrected by the wild men’s headman and by King Théoden. 206 Yet a use of “sullen” in the
same passage reads oddly, given that the Chief is freely forming this alliance, evoking
stereotypes of “sullen natives”. Similarly, even as the mingled people of Gondor are noted
approvingly as “hardy”, the superior “high blood” of others is pointed out. 207 Tolkien often
ennobles lineage. Suvin decries him as a “high-minded racist”. 208
To further trouble critics, there is the problem of Tolkien’s Orcs. Robert Tally notes that “one
can only read about the ‘swart’ and ‘slant-eyed’ Orcs so many times without becoming
offended”. 209 Tolkien in 1958 wrote what Tally describes as a “notorious” letter which appears
to racialise Orcs:210
They are (or were) squat, broad, flat‐nosed, sallow‐skinned, with wide mouths and slant eyes:
in fact degraded and repulsive versions of the (to Europeans) least lovely Mongol‐types. 211

At worst, this is racist; at best, a tactless attempt to be descriptive which is only half-aware of
its payload of racial stereotyping. The distancing qualifiers “to Europeans” and “versions” leave
the second possibility open. Tally does not finally hold Tolkien to be racist beyond the
background level present in all white Europeans of the time. In a 1967 letter, perhaps by then
more cognisant of its dangers, Tolkien deplores “racialist theories”. 212

204
205
206
207
208
209

Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories”, p 18.
Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 3, pp 93-94.
Ibid, vol 3, p 94.
Ibid, vol 3, p 18.
Suvin, “Considering the Sense of ‘Fantasy’ or ‘Fantastic Fiction’: An Effusion”, p 213.
Robert T Tally Jr, “Let Us Now Praise Famous Orcs: Simple Humanity in Tolkien’s Inhuman Creatures”,
Mythlore, 2010, vol 29, no 1/2, p 20.
210 Ibid.
211 Tolkien, The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, p 274.
212 Ibid, p 375.
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As Shippey reads it, Orcs are a morally corrupted aspect of the human. They constantly
criticise the behaviour of other Orcs in moral terms, while making questionable choices for
themselves. 213 Nor is Orc-ish behaviour confined to Orcs. Towards the end of the trilogy, as
the hobbits return to the Shire, the Shirriffs refuse to let them into the outer gate. After forcing
their way in, the hobbits learn of a multitude of oppressive new rules and hierarchies. Sam
observes that hobbits are starting to sound like Orcs. 214
In this reading, Orcs signify human brutality, complicity in power relations, and the impulse to
destroy rather than create, represented in an embodied form made possible by the fantasy
genre. In a 1944 letter Tolkien states “in real life they [Orcs] are on both sides, of course”. 215
Simak’s Way Station posits a galactic community, held together by a common accord. There is
no attention to race per se, unless the description of the patchwork face of the alien Ulysses,
who becomes Enoch’s close friend, can be read as a deconstruction of race as well of humanness. 216 Human differences that matter are political or ideological. Responsibility for a failure to
achieve world peace is shared by all nations. 217 “Lamentable” human failings spring from
immaturity; an example of the “young race” idea in science fiction, whereby ancient peoples
from other planets are wise/ peaceful/ intelligent but Terrans are still juvenile/evolving. 218
Later in the novel, what at first seemed to be wiser, more peaceful and highly intelligent aliens
are found to be beset by some of the same problems as the human world.219 The quest for
human unity becomes the quest for galactic unity: “aliens” could be read as a figure for a posthuman destination. Alien relations have been harmonised by the mystic Talisman; so too will
human relations.
Le Guin’s early stance on race was one of a conscious reversal of stereotypes. The people of
the civilised archipelago of Earthsea are mainly dark-skinned, at a time when non-white
protagonists were unusual. Conversely, the Kargs, first encountered as barbarian invaders, were
white. The production of a TV version of Earthsea using only a few non-Caucasian characters

213 Tom Shippey, “Orcs, Wraiths, Wights: Tolkien’s Images of Evil”, in J. R. R. Tolkien and his Literary Resonances:
Views of Middle Earth, ed George Clark and Daniel Timmons, Greenwood Press, Westport (CT) and London,
2000, p 189.
214 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 3, pp 244-246.
215 Tolkien, The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, p 82.
216 Simak, Way Station, p 48.
217 Ibid, p 61.
218 Ibid, pp 54, 66.
219 Ibid, pp 106-109.
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was a major disappointment for Le Guin, assuming as it did that whiteness was the default
colour. 220
Pears’s Arcadia offers a future where people are uniformly brown-skinned. His techno-dystopia
is a post-racial, post-cultural, homogenised world where any form of difference is suppressed,
and virtually the only marker of ethnicity subsists in vestigial form in names such as “Chang”.
Other categories, too, have disappeared: strong emotions such as love and hate, for example,
since “such things were illegal, where people conducted themselves in only a narrow range of
efficient civility”. 221 The arcadian future of Anterworld is populated mainly by survivors of
nuclear war, in which race/ethnicity similarly appears to have disappeared as a category.

Class
It is very possible to read The Lord of the Rings as a retrogressive work which sanctions
aristocratic and class privilege (or caste, as Jameson suggests). 222 Michael Moorcock detects
highly offensive class stereotypes in The Lord of the Rings, suggesting that the Orcs represent
“the mob” of middle-class fears:
Sauron and his henchmen are that old bourgeois bugaboo, the Mob – mindless football
supporters throwing their beer-bottles over the fence – the worst aspects of modern urban
society represented as the whole by a fearful, backward-yearning class. 223

Some of the most disparaging responses to Tolkien have focussed on this aspect, for example
Rosemary Jackson suggests its feudal elements are ruling-class nostalgia. 224 Jameson argues that
fantasy of this type is ahistorical, devoid of social comment or political relevance:
it would seem to be the absence of any sense of history that most sharply differentiates fantasy
from Science Fiction … a displacement from politics to ethics and an essentially non-historical
perspective on social life … 225

How reasonable is this critique? While the Shire lacks the feudal hierarchies of other parts of
Middle-earth such as Gondor or Rohan, it does contain embedded traditional privilege,
including a kind of “gentlemanly” class. Frodo and Bilbo are clearly part of this, even having a
servant in Sam the gardener. Sam’s father, the Gaffer, warns him “Don’t go getting mixed up in the
business of your betters, or you’ll land in trouble too big for you”. 226 The Shire begins, then, as an

220 Ursula K Le Guin, “Frankenstein’s Earthsea”, Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, 2005, vol
54, no 1, http://locusmag.com/2005/Issues/01LeGuin.html.
221 Pears, Arcadia, p 153.
222 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 60.
223 Moorcock, Wizardry and Wild Romance: A Study of Epic Fantasy, p 125.
224 Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, p 155.
225 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 61.
226 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 1, p 32.
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idealised portrait of a class-stratified English county of yesteryear and, if this were the entire
story, Jameson’s censure would be justified.
But during the novel, much more happens in the Shire. In a major disruption to rural relations,
the capitalist Lotho takes over, acquiring systems of production, destroying existing forms of
exchange and impoverishing the community. 227 Lotho’s half-Orcs take land and houses from
small-holders by force, imprisoning those who object, and then Lotho himself is supplanted by
Saruman. 228 Far from being “a mob”, the Orcs and half-Orcs act as standover men employed
and organised as tools of power. The Shire under Lotho and Saruman is rapidly becoming an
English industrial wasteland:
The great chimney rose up before them; and as they drew near the old village across the Water,
through rows of new mean houses along each side of the road, they saw the new mill in all its
frowning and dirty ugliness: a great brick building straddling the stream, which it fouled with a
steaming and stinking outflow. All along the Bywater Road every tree had been felled. 229

This is history, much as Tolkien experienced it. The restoration of the Shire and the driving out
of the “ruffians” is the final heroic episode of the trilogy. This echoes Morris, who has a
parallel passage to restore the arcadian Uplands towards the end of The Well at the World’s
End. 230 Tolkien, however, brings a post-war understanding of life under occupation, including
the willingness of some to collaborate in oppression, as well as a deeper experience of the
impact of industrialisation. In Tolkien, trees are replanted, the Shirriff-houses are taken down
and the bricks used to improve the poorer hobbit holes, stores of food are found and
distributed, and emaciated prisoners are released and restored to health.231 This is not history,
but a creative response to history. The “Scouring of the Shire” is followed by a year of plenty
in which “fruit was so plentiful that young hobbits very nearly bathed in strawberries and
cream”. 232 Arcadia is restored and with it the golden age. Yet this ideal is not aristocratic or
classist, for here is also an historical shift in social relations. The arcadian Shire changes:
communities come together to rebuild, and all are included. As part of the Shire’s regeneration,
aspects of class difference appear to be erased. Sam, described by Tolkien as “the chief
hero”, 233 was formerly a servant, but becomes heir not merely to Frodo’s dwelling and to the
keeping of a chronicle called the Red Book, but, more significantly, to the future. 234 Sam will
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Ibid, vol 3, p 257.
Ibid, vol 3, pp 250-251, 257-258.
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1896).
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become mayor; Sam, Rosie and their daughter and, in their return to everyday life in the closing
lines, inherit the world to come:
And he [Sam] went on, and there was yellow light, and fire within; and the evening meal was
ready, and he was expected. And Rose drew him in, and set him in his chair, and put little
Elanor upon his lap.
He drew a deep breath. ‘Well I’m back’ he said. 235

Some of the confusion in misinterpreting the Shire as static and unchanging might arise from
the narrative’s use of unreliable points of view. Sam on return is initially misunderstood by
both the Gaffer and Rosie as still occupying his former role of servant, but we are meant to
understand that he is no longer this. The Gaffer, with his “And I hope my Sam’s behaved
hisself and given satisfaction?” 236 was as mistaken in this classist assumption as he was in his
original advice to Sam not to get involved; his perspective was one of the past, out of kilter
with a changing world.
Simak’s Way Station initially offers an individualist perspective. Here, a way of life is associated
not with class difference but with individual choice or inadequacy in the face of misfortune.
The Fisher family are “a coon-hunting, catfishing, moonshine-cooking tribe … shiftless and
no-account”. 237 They failed to move on when farming became economically unviable,
deteriorating into lawlessness, and Enoch perceives them as “decadent stock”. 238
Yet the Fishers are located within (or at least adjacent to) the arcadian landscape, and their
daughter Lucy has a vital role in reenchanting the world. Perhaps their presence is even
necessary to arcadia, beyond mere narrative machinery (supply of antagonists/threats). Some
presence of rustics plausible to the setting – even if that of a backward, “shiftless and noaccount” community – might be needed for bucolics, where a living other-than-human world
flourishes alongside rural life.
Le Guin is more concerned with power and gender relations than with class, but we might note
the mix of communitarian and hierarchical forms of organisation, starting with unquestioned
power structures in the first novel, A Wizard of Earthsea, and pushing towards the
communitarian in the much later work Tehanu, as discussed earlier.
Pears’s depiction of Oxford in 1960 shows Rosie’s family antagonistic to her attending the
grammar school, in attitude much like Sam’s gaffer, but in Rosie herself and others around her
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this style of perception is disappearing. Pears’s depiction of the twenty-third century is a
thoroughgoing dystopia. As in Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), everyone is drugged so that
they feel no passion. 239 Brain implants carry advertising directly into people’s heads, as in M T
Anderson’s Feed (2002). In many aspects, Pear’s twenty-third century is an extension of the
global transformations of late capitalism, taken to a dystopian conclusion suggested by theorists
such as Zygmunt Bauman, 240 and by other science fiction writers such as Simon Barry in
Continuum (2012-2015). 241 In short, global consolidation of power and wealth has completely
transformed social relations: traditional classes have disappeared; privileges and admission into
the elite are now achieved through climbing the ranks in private corporations controlled by
technocrats. The entire planet has been colonised by private firms, and the mass of workers are
more or less enslaved, bound from birth to a workplace in a new form of feudalism, and kept
under control by vast security forces.
The alternative future in Pears is Anterworld, which reinvigorates the ideal feudal. This is done
benevolently, and with various correctives to power. A lord or lady of a domain must work as a
servant for two days every few years, a complaint from a labourer taken to court can unseat a
ruler, and there are provisions for elections where succession is in doubt. 242 This future is
humorously derived from the Lytten’s musings; a thought experiment mixing ideals with
elements of deliberate whimsy brought into reality by comic coincidence. The final pages
instruct the inhabitants of Anterworld to shake off the Story of the hidden author and create
their own version of arcadia. The yearning for arcadia is clearly present in Lytten’s attachment
to its history (referencing as he does Ovid and Sidney), but its future shape lies beyond the
narrative horizon.
Class as a marker has waxed and waned in arcadia. The poetry of classical times was not
strongly class conscious, nor are most of these novels. Sidney’s Arcadia was redolent with
aristocratic privilege, and so too were many of the chivalric works the influence of which can
be seen in romance genre arcadias down to present-day fantasy novels. Hudson’s protagonist
“did not relish being addressed as ‘Smith,’ like some mere labourer or other common person
tramping about the country”. 243 Spyri’s Heidi has an uneasy relationship with class, which sees
Heidi and others attempting to ease observed privation by providing money and goods
(Christian philanthropy rather than social change). Perhaps the truly new class relationship in

239 Pears, Arcadia, p 153; Aldous Huxley, Brave New World, Chatto & Windus, London, 1950 (originally 1932).
240 Zygmunt Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity, Routledge, London and New York, 1992, p 51.
241 Elements are of course present in much earlier works, eg technocratic society in Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627),
corporate responses to overpopulation in the film Soylent Green (1973).
242 Pears, Arcadia, pp 295ff.
243 Hudson, A Crystal Age, p 26.

113

/ Anne

Melano

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

the more recent texts is the corporate stratification described by Pears; his Anterworld however
has fairly traditional feudal relations.

Gender
Tolkien’s dearth of female roles and the extent to which Éowyn’s heroism redeems this have
been critiqued by others, and will not be reprised here. 244
Simak’s Way Station has several male/female pairs in which the female takes a traditional role
but is frequently the stronger: of Mary and David, the shadow people who are called into
personhood by alien technology and Enoch’s need for company, it is Mary who is stronger; of
Ma Fisher and Hank Fisher, Hank is the trouble-maker and Ma the organiser; of Enoch and
Lucy, it is in the end Lucy who becomes the custodian of the transcendent Talisman. Aliens, on
the other hand (like Tolkien’s horses), seem to be either male or of indeterminate gender.
However it is Le Guin who explores gender as a major theme. Her final three books can be
read as a feminist revision of the first three. In the early trilogy, wizardry is male. Wizards
belong to a hierarchical order, carry out the scholarship, run the school of magic (boys only),
and individually take postings to towns or estates – very much suggestive of mediaeval
monastic/priestly traditions. 245 Witches, on the other hand, are often slovenly and disreputable,
they collect herbs, perform small healings and sell charms and curses.246 Witches in the early
novels are of doubtful morality and weak magic:
There is a saying on Gont, Weak as woman’s magic, and there is another saying, Wicked as woman’s
magic. 247

The first novel, A Wizard of Earthsea, has only a few small female roles. The second, The Tombs
of Atuan, features Tenar for the first time, and she will also appear in two later books. Chosen
in infancy to be priestess of the temple to the Nameless Ones, she is at first dominant over
Ged, imprisoning him in the labyrinth below the temple. 248 At length, he persuades her to set
him free and leave with him. 249 Power at this point shifts away from Tenar, the young high

244 See for example Melissa McCrory Hatcher, “Finding Woman’s Role in The Lord of the Rings”, Mythlore, 2007, vol
25, no 3-4.
245 Many commentators have noted this resemblance: see for example Laura B Comoletti and Michael D C Drout,
“How They Do Things with Words: Language, Power, Gender, and the Priestly Wizards of Ursula K. Le
Guin’s Earthsea Books”, Children’s Literature, 2001, no 29.
246 The witch of Ten Alders, for example: Le Guin, “A Wizard of Earthsea”, pp 15-17.
247 Ibid, p 16.
248 Le Guin, “The Tombs of Atuan”, pp 182-183, 227ff.
249 Ibid, pp 272-273.
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priestess, and towards Ged, the wizard. He leads her away from Atuan and back to his land, the
Archipelago, and the city of Havnor. 250
In the third novel, The Farthest Shore, Ged and a young prince are on a quest to find the source
of a hole in the world through which all magic and meaning are leaking. They meet several
former wielders of magic now bereft of that power, some male and some female. The female
figures are less despairing and less deluded than the male, and angrier, perhaps, at the change to
the world. 251 In the denouement, the human figures are entirely male, however Le Guin’s
dragon Kalessin, like Simak’s aliens, defies gender. 252
There Le Guin left it for many years. Perhaps growing increasingly uneasy at the assumption of
male power of the trilogy, she later wrote:
Briefly, what happened in the 17 years between Farthest Shore and Tehanu was that feminism was
reborn, and I became 17 years older, and learned a good deal. One of the things I learned was
how to write as a woman, not as an honorary, or imitation, man. 253

The two books that reshape gender relations are Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea and Tales from
Earthsea, both written for adults, not young adults. Tehanu is set entirely on Gont, in the period
immediately after The Farthest Shore. It opens with news of a child who has been raped and
thrown onto a campfire by itinerant petty criminals. 254 Tenar, now a widow, takes her in and
cares for her as her own. 255 But this is not an isolated incident; the leakages in the world
described in the earlier work have affected Gont profoundly:
In the last several years there had been a loss of peace and trust in the towns and countrysides
of Gont. Young men behaved like strangers among their own people, abusing hospitality,
stealing, selling what they stole. Beggary was common where it had been rare ... 256

A comparison can be made here with Tolkien’s “The Scouring of the Shire”: the world might
have been put right in The Farthest Shore, but back on Gont there remained the low evils of the
petty criminals, and the high evils of a wizard called Aspen, still aligned to the dark power of
Cob from the previous book. 257 Unlike Tolkien, however, Le Guin does not resolve this with

250 Ibid, pp 295-300.
251 Compare the headdressed woman with the wizard Hare at Hort Town; and Akaren with her son the Dyer of
Lorbanery: Le Guin, “The Farthest Shore”, pp 339-345, 376-382.
252 Ibid, p 475.
253 Ursula K Le Guin, “Chronicles of Earthsea [online Q&A]”, The Guardian, 10 February 2004.
254 Le Guin, Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, pp 2-3.
255 Ibid, p 34.
256 Ibid, p 14.
257 Ibid, p 216.
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swords and heroics. If the first trilogy explored the dangers of pride to the powerful, this novel
explores the avenues available to the less powerful.
But first, the natures of witches, dragons and female power are comprehensively re-examined.
The witch Moss initially appears similar to the witches of the earlier books – “unpredictable,
unreliable, incomprehensible, passionate, ignorant, sly, and dirty”. 258 Yet Tenar learns from
Moss of the difference between male power, kept within, and female power, reaching into the
earth. 259 The witch Moss may be slovenly and uneducated, but she is finally accorded wisdom.
Later, another witch Ivy is given enhanced respect and dignity. 260 Meanwhile, the wizards
puzzle over an enigmatic clue to the new archmage, “a woman on Gont”, unable to
contemplate that a woman could be their archmage. 261 Tenar tries to discuss this with Master
Windkey, but fails:
the utter unconsciousness of his disrespect … How could he, who had never listened to a
woman since his mother sang him his last cradle song, hear her? 262

At best, hope for changed gender relations lies in the future: “But the young king was silent,
listening”. 263
In 2001, there is a further shift. If Tehanu was written “from the point of view of the powerless,
the disempowered – women, children, a wizard who has spent his gift and must live as an
‘ordinary’ man”, 264 Tales from Earthsea changed male/female power utterly, in past, present and
future eras. For the past, the tale “The Finder” reveals that both women and men of power
created the school of magic and centre of learning on the Island of Roke, generations ago. 265
For the “present”, Heleth, Ogion’s teacher in “The Bones of the Earth”, reveals that the
powerful sorcerer Ard was a woman with knowledge of magic as “old as Gont Island”. 266 In
“Dragonfly”, knowledge of the Old Powers is associated with women. 267 In this tale, a girl
enters the school for wizards, triggering a confrontation between a group who support her
presence and a group who oppose it. 268 The latter are led by Thorion, who conceals that he is
not a living man. 269 Irian, who is both girl and dragon, defeats him, and also potentially the all258
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male policy. 270 The final line signals that Roke in the future might indicate acceptance both
men and women: “I think we should go to our house, and open its doors”. 271
Pears’s Arcadia could be read as a post-feminist novel: there are men and women, and they are
different in many ways, but they are equal in power. Angela and her daughter Emily are among
the most powerful in all time periods; and the same could be said of the male figures
Oldmaster and Henry Lytten. Gender may be a material attribute of the body and sometimes
of the mind, bringing forth different responses, but it is not a cause of disadvantage. In
Anterworld, “This place belongs to all men, all women equal”. 272 Age and youth are similarly
equal in narrative role and voice. Power differentials in Arcadia are important, but are not
gender-determined.
As a final note, there is very little inclusion of homosexuality. Le Guin touches briefly on
“witch marriages”, that is, between two women, in The Other Wind.273
In summary, the earlier works are very traditionally gendered. Tolkien has a few exceptional
female figures in an overwhelmingly homosocial world; Simak contemplates farm women but
not female interstellar travellers or FBI agents; Le Guin’s original Earthsea trilogy has some
wonderful female characters but they have nowhere to go and no roles to take up, other than in
farm and kitchen.274 Morris in 1890 is more progressive than this, contemplating that a woman
might choose to be the head mason or to keep the house; multiple roles are available. Gender
relations are, however, radically transformed in the later works of Le Guin and in Pears.

Other-beings
If we count Tolkien’s elves, dwarves and so on as largely human, the most significant otherbeings in The Lord of the Rings are horses and trees. Nearly every horse is a named, unique,
sentient individual in his own right (all or most are male). Many of their stories are followed
and completed, much as for other characters in the narrative: Snowmane is buried in his own
howe, marked with a stone engraved with a poem; 275 Bill takes his revenge on a cruel former
owner with a well-aimed kick. 276

270 Ibid, pp 263-264.
271 Ibid, p 265.
272 Pears, Arcadia, p 202. The founder, Esilio, who uttered these dying words may not have anticipated the
emergence of hereditary privilege.
273 Le Guin, The Other Wind, pp 14-15.
274 Holly Littlefield, “Unlearning Patriarchy: Ursula Le Guin’s Feminist Consciousness in The Tombs of Atuan
and Tehanu”, Extrapolation, 1995, vol 36, no 3, p 249.
275 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 3, p 106.
276 Ibid, vol 3, p 245.
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Much of the time, the horses’ and the humans’ intentions run together. This could be
interpreted as a kind of colonisation of equine purpose to human design, but in the narrative it
is presented as partnership:
‘If he [Shadowfax] will consent to bear you, bear you he does; and if not, well, no bit, bridle,
whip, or thong will tame him. Farewell, Shadowfax! Have patience. Battle is coming.’
Shadowfax lifted his head and neighed, so that the stable shook, and they covered their ears. 277

It would be denying the bonds between horses and humans to present these relations as wholly
exploitative, and denying the power exerted by humans to present them as wholly
collaborative. What can be noted in Tolkien is the loving attention to each horse’s unique
being. Nor are the horses merely foils for human plans; they have their own relationships and
conversations:
‘They spoke as horses will when they meet a friend that they have long missed.’ 278

In ecophilosophical terms, Tolkien’s human-horse relations are situated in Synergy, with aspects
of Regard and Community.
Tolkien’s trees are even more prominent than his horses. Trees are everywhere in traditional
mediaevalist narratives: woods to be passed through or for adventures, copses to hide in, great
oaks for crossroads and meeting places. But trees in Tolkien are much more than this; many
are sentient, and have plans of their own. Fantasy of course allows this possibility, and
Tolkien’s famous tree-beings the “Ents” arise in part from his disappointment at the Birnam
Wood passage in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 279 Tolkien’s response was an unprecedentedly creative
outpouring. In the Old Forest, trees have voice, intentionality, passion, memory, and the ability
to act in the world by playing tricks on strangers or carrying out an attack. 280 Old Man Willow
is particularly hostile, and is able to lure, entrap, bargain with and threaten the hobbits. 281 Later,
when the hobbits come to the forest of Lórien, they encounter very different trees who are
carriers of memory, with the ability to draw together time. 282
In another forest, Fangorn, trees are crucial to the first major battles of the trilogy. Ents,
notably Treebeard, as well as the half-tree/half-Ent Huorns are crucial to victory at Helms
Deep and entirely defeat the enemies at Isengard.283 Not all the trees of Fangorn are benign:
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some have “bad hearts” 284 and the Huorns who go into battle with the Orcs are motivated by
their desire for revenge. 285 This active agency of forest is a significant intensification of earlier
accounts of dangerous brooding woods. It carries the idea that an assault on nature will
produce a corrective response, as would later be suggested in James Lovelock’s Gaia: A New
Look at Life on Earth (1979) and more forcefully in later fictive imaginings, such as Cameron’s
Avatar (2009). 286
In the Shire, trees are also very significant. They are beloved for their own sake, very much in
an arcadian spirit, and the felling of trees is considered among the worst of the wrongs done to
the Shire. 287 Replanting of trees is a chief part of the restoration of the Shire. 288 Arguably, “The
Scouring of the Shire” calls into the question the inevitability of ruined landscapes and
poisoned rivers, and more broadly of industrialisation; at the very least, it writes against these.
In a 1972 letter to the Daily Mail, Tolkien asserts that he is with the trees “as against all their
enemies”; both institutional and individual enemies are associated with technological modernity
and the “savage sound of the electric saw”.289 Vernon Flieger questions whether the depictions
of trees in The Lord of the Rings actually reflect the ethos of this letter, suggesting that Tolkien’s
thought on this firms up later. He asks why, if Tolkien is taking the part of trees, are so many
malevolent? The old fears of the Northern European forest were the main earlier influence, he
argues, and Tolkien’s environmental consciousness only emerged later. The result is often
contradictory. Orcs fell trees in Fangorn and the Hobbits in the Old Forest; Old Man Willow
attacks the Hobbits and the Huorns attack the Orcs; we are meant to read some actions as
“good” and others as “bad” when they are substantially the same. 290
This is persuasive, but there is another aspect to consider. Tolkien ascribes to other-thanhuman communities both moral autonomy and tribal allegiances; these are not confined to the
human. An individual or community of trees or birds or horses may act well or badly, or may
be on one side or another, whether by choice or coercion. His secondary world-building has
both eagles assisting Gandalf and crows assisting Sauron. The actions of the Huorns and
Hobbits resemble those of pre-modern revenge cultures, such as the early Anglo-Saxons and
saga authors with whose literature Tolkien was intimately familiar. The Hobbits were attacked

284 Ibid, vol 2, p 61.
285 Ibid, vol 2, p 151.
286 Cameron, Avatar; James Lovelock, Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth, Oxford University Press, Oxford and
New York, 2000 (originally 1979).
287 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 3, pp 261, 267.
288 Ibid, vol 3, p 268.
289 Tolkien, The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, pp 419-420.
290 Verlyn Flieger, “Taking the Part of Trees: Eco-Conflict in Middle-earth”, in J R R Tolkien and his Literary
Resonances: Views of Middle Earth, ed George Clark and Daniel Timmons, Greenwood Press, Westport (CT) and
London, 2000.
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and they retaliated; so too the Huorns. The Old Forest and the Orcs were the aggressors and
thereby invited revenge. To allow trees to be conscious and autonomous is to allow that they
might act aggressively or wrongly.
Tolkien’s environmental awareness may or may not have been emergent, but his forests are
strongly marked by many of the ecophilosophical ideas discussed in chapter 1. Each forest has
its own web of life, distinct and separate from others, and is brushed with a metaphysical
holism. Communities within the forests are self-contained within place, and there is a concept
of rights in the sense of letting-be – this is “no entry” rather than respectful interchange, with
synergy unexplored. Lothlórien, Fangorn and the Old Forest had long been off-limits to
humans and hobbits, and Fangorn (and possible the Old Forest) to all animals. Yet each, too,
has its custodians who hold it in high regard – the Elves, the Ents and Tom
Bombadil/Goldberry – and in them love/attachment, aesthetic appreciation and “giving voice”
are strong. The last of these, giving voice, is literally true – the Elves have awakened trees in
places in Middle-earth to the point where they can speak sub-vocally, tree-fashion. 291
There is also a case for seeing Orcs and Elves as a binary representing opposing orientations to
the ecological world. The Elves are aligned to the other-than-human world. Legolas on
horseback uses no saddle or rein, speaking to the horse instead, “such was the elvish way with
all good beasts”. 292 The Elves talk to trees and awaken their voices, inhabit the living earth with
a love of the land and are associated with stars and the numinous.
Tolkien in several places described the Orcs as derived by Sauron from corrupting or
counterfeiting Elves. 293 Orcs chop down trees, pollute rivers, reduce the grounds of Isengard
and Mordor until they are bare and ruined and nothing grows, and aid the work of machines
and furnaces. The Orcs can be read as expressive of the fears about the destructive potential of
technology, the greed and power and war-mongering emerging from city strongholds, and the
impact this will have on those who live in the country, both human and other-than-human.
The mill spewing smoke and the machines of Isengard are all assaults of the Orcs and halfOrcs on the world on behalf of powerful interests.
Simak’s Way Station has Enoch in a communicative and contemplative relationship with the
other-than-human world. He addresses the river as “Old, ancient water” when he speculates on
all it must have witnessed over the aeons,294 and he communes with his other-than-human
neighbours:
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And he stopped along the way to renew acquaintances with old friends of his – a tree, a
squirrel, a flower. 295

These relationships are situated within Enoch’s intimacy with his immediate environ: his vision
is of “a special place, one of those special places that each man must seek out for himself, and
count himself as lucky if he ever found it”. 296 As the government official Lewis remarks, “He’s
a fixture of the land, like a tree or boulder”. 297 His daily walks are marked by a strong sense of
regard and stewardship and his belief system is fundamentally ecophilosophical. He sees the
human as merely one species among many:
This was the Earth, he thought – a planet made for Man. But not for Man alone, for it was as
well a planet for the fox and owl and weasel, for the snake, the katydid, the fish, for all the
other teeming life that filled the air and earth and water. 298

Friending and helping take place, with Lucy mending a butterfly wing. 299 Of the ideas discussed
in Chapter 1, the least present are restraint and synergy; the strongest is regard, with Enoch a
constant, aesthetically appreciative observer.
Le Guin’s Earthsea works are characterised by a decentring of the human, accompanying a
more prominent theme of restraint of power:
From that time forth he believed that the wise man is one who never sets himself apart from
other living things, whether they have speech or not, and in later years he strove long to learn
what can be learned, in silence, from the eyes of animals, the flight of birds, the great slow
gestures of trees. 300

From the beginning, the novels are rich in relationships with the other-than-human: the
mountain-forest which is Gont, the dragons, the falcons, the goats of Gont, an otak that Ged
befriends in the first novel, and the kitten who saves Alder in the last. Ged is drawn particularly
to hawks and falcons, and at times takes their shape. 301 As a child he delights in experiencing
and knowing the other-than-human world in and of itself, but his interest is also drawn by the
idea of having power over it:
At first all his pleasure in the art-magic was, childlike, the power it gave him over bird and
beast, and the knowledge of these. 302
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Ogion, to whom he is first apprenticed, suggests to Ged that he should seek a state of
recognising rather than using. 303 Relinquishing a desire for power over the world is a lesson
that Ged first learns in A Wizard of Earthsea. However, it will take him four books to learn in
full. In the fourth book, Tehanu, he takes his loss of power of wizardry hard. He tries and fails
to call a wild kestrel to him as he might have done when he was a wizard. 304 In the end, Ged
learns from the goats to accept his new status as an ordinary being. “I learned goat wisdom”,
he says, after returning down the mountain towards the close of Tehanu. 305 In the final book,
The Other Wind, Ged no longer rails against his lack of wizardry, or tries pointlessly to call
animals. When goats escape his yard and wander into the village, he speaks of his lack without
grief:
“They’ve got nothing to do but find new ways through the fence. I keep them for exasperation
. . . The first spell I ever learned was to call goats from wandering. My aunt taught me. It’s no
more use to me now than if I sang them a love song. I’d better go and see if they’ve got into
the widower’s vegetables.” 306

The goats were indeed in a village vegetable patch, and had to be brought back the slow way,
shouting and enticing and cajoling; which places Ged in community with goats, relying on
negotiation rather than command. 307 Goats in The Other Wind are full of character and purposes
of their own, as in Tehanu. 308 As the series develop, so does the character of goats. In the early
works, all goats are pretty much the same, but in the second trilogy some goats, particularly one
called Sippy, have a strong individual presence, and their humour and wilfulness
counterbalance the often weighty human concerns. 309 From their first appearance in A Wizard
of Earthsea goats are also associated with – or perhaps more correctly, provide – the pastoral
aspects of village and rural life. Ged begins as a goatherd as a young boy and after returning to
Gont is a goatherd yet again as an old man. To Ogion, keeping goats was a matter of choice,
since his livelihood came from work as a mage. Yet, by the end of the fourth book goats could
by no means be described as either mere companions or ersatz pastoral markers. To Tenar and
Ged, after losing the farm at Middle Valley, goats become essential to rural livelihood. 310 In
“The Bones of the Earth” even chickens are named, and their problems and communications
are acknowledged.311
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The story of the chickens is completed at the end of the tale, signifying a return from great
matters to everyday life. 312 Ged’s daily connections with birds and goats lead him towards
identifying the final world-sized threat of The Other Wind. The wizards of the Archipelago long
ago found a way to ensure human spirits did not fully perish after death, journeying instead to
“the dry land”, the land of the dead. This wrong act, the source of wizardry, is coming to crisis
point, and Ged begins to see that the realm of the dead, the existence of which he has never
questioned, is intrinsically strange – there are only humans in that land:
Only the dead, with their empty eyes and silent faces.
But did birds not die?
A mouse, a gnat, a goat—a white-and-brown, clever-hoofed, yellow-eyed, shameless goat,
Sippy who had been Tehanu’s pet, and who had died last winter at a great age—where was
Sippy? 313

And then there are dragons. Of all the other-than-human personages, dragons sweep across the
works with the most effect. If goats and chickens are the everyday, dragons are the
transcendent. If goats are synergy, then dragons are mythopoeisis: “nobody can explain a
dragon”, Le Guin remarks. 314 Dragons evoke awe and beauty, they speak the Language of
Making, they recognise powerful artefacts, they appear when the world is at risk of being
destroyed. Curiously, dragons often appear as a figure of the double. In Tehanu Kalessin is both
a far more powerful than any wizard with a voice like “steel sliding over steel”, and at the same
time, animal as it “nosed and sniffed” at Ged’s body. 315
Additionally, humans and dragons were once one, but gradually separated.316 Dragons remind
the humans that they are not the only people, not all-powerful, or even particularly wise. In The
Other Wind, the wizards’ claims to dominance are finally demolished by breaking the
arrangement by which they took power and returning metaphysical space to dragons. 317 This
both introduces restraint (because magic will, implicitly, be much-diminished) and denies
humans an afterlife in any way different from other beings.
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Trees in Le Guin also have special significance. At various points of trauma in the later
narratives, spreading roots of trees are sought out, as from the heart or spirit. 318 Large, old trees
offer a point of shelter, a deeper connection with the other-than-human world, and a sense of
holism. This holism extends to rock and earth. The forest of Gont is nearly always described in
tandem with the mountain, and Gont is described as a single entity, a mountain rising from the
sea. 319 In the fifth Earthsea book “The Finder” what lays under the earth on the Great Isle is
felt as a body; the veins and caverns and folds are sensed. 320 When Heleth in “The Bones of
the Earth” draws on ancient magic, “As old as Gont Island”, 321 to contain an earthquake, he is
able to join the mountain, feel its heart beating and speak to it in its own tongue. 322
In Pears’s Arcadia, there are few overt ecophilosophical articulations or examples of deep
relations with the other-than-human. In the secondary world of Anterworld, it is mentioned in
passing that Pamarchon has a “beloved horse”, but we don’t learn the horse’s name, 323 and on
many occasions horses and donkeys seem to be mere conveyances. Yet this apparent blindness
is in part due to total integration within landscape and within a multi-species community:
Everywhere people talked, loudly and cheerfully, while cows and sheep and chickens wandered
about, ignored by the numerous dogs and cats equally. 324

The other-than-human is everywhere, but paid little attention. Insofar as Anterworld is
ecologically informed, it possesses a kind of post-ecological consciousness:
Every leaf and twig and insect seemed to be perfect. The climate fitted in logically with the
vegetation, the vegetation with the wildlife, the wildlife with the society that had grown up
inside it. 325

As a secondary world, it offers an achieved set of synergies, restraints and holisms that have
little need for conscious reflection. While there are moments of change of perspective into the
consciousness of a passing fox or fly, 326 there is little sense of the awe or homage present in the
other three texts. In part, this is due to its comic mode; such gravity would be misplaced. An
exception is the forester, Callan, who expresses a deep love of trees and the other-than-human:

318 Alder, haunted by the dead, sleeps in the roots of tree: ibid, p 34. Ogion when dying seeks out the roots of a
large tree: Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, p 22. Irian pauses by the roots of an old Willow in the middle of
the battle with Thorion: “Dragonfly”, p 262.
319 See for example Le Guin, “A Wizard of Earthsea”, p 13; Le Guin, “The Farthest Shore”, p 420; Le Guin,
Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, pp 36, 136; Le Guin, The Other Wind, p 36.
320 Le Guin, “The Finder”, p 13.
321 Le Guin, “The Bones of the Earth”, p 158.
322 Ibid, p 161.
323 Pears, Arcadia, p 238.
324 Ibid, p 383.
325 Ibid, p 385.
326 Ibid, p 334.

124

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 2

/

Arcadia

It was always his delight and his greatest pleasure to walk through the great trees, listening to
the never-ending song of the birds. 327

If this were the best Anterworld could offer by way of attention to the other-than-human, then
we might conclude that, as an ecotopia, it is fairly weak. Yet it is no accident that Anterworld is
proffered as an alternative to the dystopian 23rd century where the other-than-human has been
almost completely erased. In that version of the future, trees are kept in a few places as
symbols of affluence, but there are no forests, and no other places belonging to the other-thanhuman. Angela, who comes from that time, vividly describes a part of post-WWII France as a
living world that will later be lost:
I loved that part of the world, not least because the first time I had seen it the whole area had
been a barren, scorched wasteland. To see it in its glory – the pine trees, the vegetation, the
olives, the vines, the sea still blue and alive – was glorious beyond words. 328

In the 23rd century, there are dissenters who live in utopian enclaves enacting restraint, by
refusing consumerism and technology, and growing their own food. The ecological questions
are central to the novel, but Pears has a light touch, frequently humorous, so that they seem
underdeveloped. Yet Anterworld offers aspects of regard, restraint and community and the
novel addresses current threats to both the human and the other-than-human. We might note
also that the characters from the 1960 time period are heavily invested in a kind of biophilia.
Lytten’s desire for a pastoral landscape, which underlies the creation of Anterworld, is no less
than Rosie’s when she encounters it. 329
Arcadian works of this era show a shift in relations with the other-than-human. In Morris, the
trees must be given room to grow; in Tolkien, the living forest is a speaking, communicative
living system. In arcadian works back to classical times, there are high levels of regard for a
living world with birds and flowers and insects; in Simak this shifts to nurture and care. In
Hudson, there are highly intelligent horses and other animals, which appear to discuss human
behaviour; 330 in Le Guin, the numinous dragons decentre the human and renegotiate the space
in which they dwell.
Le Guin’s work spans many decades, and shows a developing sense of community between the
human protagonists and other-than-human beings. The closeness between Ged and the little
otak is not seen in arcadian works of earlier periods but can be found mainly in the female
science fiction and fantasy texts from Andre Norton to Tamora Pierce. 331 Some of Le Guin’s
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elements do draw on earlier texts: the idea of experiencing flying as a bird and a fascination
with hawks can be found, for example, in T H White’s The Sword in the Stone (1939) 332 and the
companion relations with goats are very like those in Spyri’s Heidi. However experiencing the
mountain-forest as a single living communicative entity might seem to suggest a deeper
ecophilosophical understanding, enriching the idea of the earth as a single living system.

Reenchantment and the numinous
All four of the texts include and most foreground the numinous and/or the magical, not only
the fantasy works, but also the science fiction. By definition, all fantasy offers a quality that
critics variously identify as wonder, magic, the impossible, the mythopoetic, the marvellous, the
other-world. 333 We might term any intersection between the other-than-human world and these
elements as “reenchantment”, and any intersection between them and the spiritual as “the
numinous”. Fantasy fiction is often rich in reenchantment, intensifying to become the
numinous at critical points in the narrative. This might represent a return to a pre-scientific
acceptance of these possibilities, or it might mark something newly or differently shaped in our
period. Ecophilosophers such as Freya Mathews speak to a necessary decentring of the human,
suggesting an approach drawing on latent ecological themes in existing religions but with new
elements such as synergy and responsive invocation. 334
In The Lord of the Rings, almost any aspect of Middle-earth can turn out to have enchanted or
magical qualities. There are magical wizards; numinous elves; elven artefacts such as the rings,
Galadriel’s glass and rope that comes when called; the palantir (seeing stone); the Seat of Seeing;
and swords which can detect the presence of Orcs. Against these are set dark-power
equivalents: the Nazgül, the one ring, the bespelled walls of Saruman’s tower, the eye of
Sauron. Reenchantment of the other-than-human world is particularly strong, with talking
eagles, spying crows, an almost supernatural horse, an antagonistic mountain, sentient trees and
ancient places where spirits and wights still linger.
What isn’t enchanted? Principally, those who will remain on Middle-earth at the end of the
novel – men, hobbits, dwarves, horses (except Shadowfax); and also that which sustains them
such as farms, mills, mushrooms. This is essential, because the time of magic is passing. The
power of the rings will be lost, the work of the wizards finished, the high elves will depart for
the Grey Havens, Lothlórien will dwindle. Senior identifies a sense of loss as Tolkien’s

332 T H White, “The Sword in the Stone”, in The Once and Future King: The Complete Edition, London, HarperCollins,
1996, pp 75ff (originally 1939). Wart does not get to fly as he had imagined, but to converse with other hawks
in the mews.
333 For a summary of how these ideas are used in competing definitions of the genre, see Anne Melano, “On
Divergence in Fantasy”, MA (Hons) dissertation, Macquarie University, 2006.
334 Mathews, “On Desiring Nature”.

126

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 2

/

Arcadia

dominant mood. 335 Chris Brawley describes it as a sense of loss at “the fading of the world”,
the consciousness of which suffuses the three volumes. 336 Elves see a future where loss and
fading is inevitable, regardless of the outcome with Sauron:
if you fail, then we are laid bare to the Enemy. Yet if you succeed, then our power is
diminished, and Lothlórien will fade, and the tides of Time will sweep it away. We must depart
into the West, or dwindle to a rustic folk of dell and cave, slowly to forget and to be
forgotten. 337

The fading is not unconnected to environmental loss. Ents anticipate “the withering of all
woods” if Sauron rises. 338
Perhaps as an aspect of the fading of Middle-earth, The Lord of the Rings features no dragons. If
a dragon has “the trade-mark Of Faërie written plain upon him”, 339 they belong to the earlier
ages of the Silmarillion, with a remnant in The Hobbit, but not to the age in which Tolkien is
bringing his faërie to a close. Yet something of the reenchantment lingers in the re-greening of
the Shire. Helped by the dust of Lothlórien given to Sam by the Elves, the replanted trees of
the Shire embody a delight and wonder in the living earth:
Spring surpassed his wildest hopes. … In the Party Field a beautiful young sapling leaped up: it
had silver bark, long leaves and burst into golden flowers in April. It was indeed a mallorn [of
Lórien], and it was the wonder of the neighbourhood. 340

Sam’s regreening of the Shire incorporates ecophilosophical attention to community, regard,
rights, and habitat/place. Faërie might have assisted in the first season after planting, but
thereafter the trees are of this world, and will endure beyond the times of the trilogy. The
Mallorn will become the wonder of the neighbourhood, but it is no longer magical; it is fine
and rare. 341 Perhaps its elven origin lends it a numinous quality; so too, argues Curry, does The
Lord of the Rings reenchant our day-to-day world. 342 In this view, it is not loss that prevails but
the inspiration fantasy provides for us to look again at the “green earth” and see it with a sense
of wonder and the marvellous:

335 W A Senior, “Loss Eternal in J R R Tolkien’s Middle Earth”, in J R R Tolkien and His Literary Resonances: Views
of Middle-earth, ed George Clark and Daniel Timmons, Greenwood Press, Westport (CT), London, 2000.
336 Chris Brawley, “The Fading of the World: Tolkien’s Ecology and Loss in The Lord of the Rings”, Journal of the
Fantastic in the Arts, 2007, vol 18, no 3.
337 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 1, p 346.
338 Ibid, vol 2, p 66.
339 Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories”, p 40.
340 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 3, p 268.
341 Ibid.
342 Curry, Defending Middle-Earth: Tolkien: Myth and Modernity, p 161.
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‘Do we walk in legends or on the green earth in the daylight?’
‘A man may do both,’ said Aragorn, ‘… the green earth, you say? That is a mighty matter of
legend, though you tread it under the light of day!’ 343

Simak’s Way Station explores several forms of reenchantment. There is pure arcadian delight: in
the beauty of the world, the young woman Lucy and the spring that “bubbled from the
hillside”: 344
She was a creature of the woods and hills, of springtime flower and autumn flight of birds. 345

Alongside an arcadian panegyric, Enoch also makes the kind of close observation which, while
it delights in each encounter with tree and bird, also notes the damage done to the world. This
is a kind of loving regard reminiscent of that of Henry David Thoreau:
He considered going down the hill a way to look in on the patch of pink lady’s-slippers, to see
how they might be coming … There had been a time, a hundred years ago, when they had
bloomed on every hill … The trampling of pastured cattle and flower-hunting humans had
swept them from the hills. 346

Enoch exhibits nearly all of the qualities of regard discussed in the opening chapter: care,
aesthetic appreciation, custodianship, listening/observing and love/attachment; only giving
voice is not explored.
Way Station also features Lucy’s magical abilities. As Enoch watches, Lucy cures a butterfly’s
wing. 347 She is also said to be able to cure warts, and tie others up in “knots”: 348 this is good
old-fashioned American backwoods hexing, although perhaps in a more potent form than
usual. Curing the butterfly and protecting the raccoon, Lucy also exhibits regard for the otherthan-human world.
And then, there is the Talisman. This alien device offers a way to communicate with the
universal “spiritual force”. 349. When an alien fugitive brings it to Enoch’s farm, Lucy is drawn
to the artefact, which glows in her hands with “a soft and wondrous light, a soft and gentle
light”. 350 Lucy is thus revealed as the one-in-a-billion custodian who can re-activate the
Talisman, and re-connect us all with the spiritual force:
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Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, vol 2, p 30.
Simak, Way Station, p 35.
Ibid, p 36. This passage also resonates with Wordsworth’s “Lucy” poems.
Ibid, pp 34-35.
Ibid, pp 35-36.
Ibid, p 95.
Ibid, pp 66-67.
Ibid, p 173.
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It was something that you wanted to hug close against yourself and hold it there forever …
It was something that was past all description … it swept away all fear and sorrow … 351

This reactivation of the Talisman will reharmonise galactic politics, make peace possible on
Earth, assist humanity from their juvenile state into maturity, and enable them to join the
Galactic union. 352 In his denouement, Simak brings reenchantment and the numinous together
with the other-than-human world:
He heard the tiny scurrying of small life rustling through the fallen leaves and once there was
the sleepy peeping of an awakened bird and through the entire woods lay the peace and
comfort of that glowing light … 353

Le Guin’s Earthsea series has multiple manifestations of reenchantment and the numinous:
magic, on which the series is premised; leakages between Earthsea and the land of the dead; the
Immanent Grove; dragons; and the elemental powers of the earth.
Magic is experienced as wondrous. Some wizards have a particular gift, perhaps for healing or
controlling weather, or for changing shape. 354 The mages known as the Patterner and the
Doorkeeper are able to perceive beyond the everyday, having a kind of numinous and otherworldly wisdom to see into the true nature of what is or might be to come. 355 The Patterner
can hear the messages of the trees of the Immanent Grove. 356 The more thoughtful wizards try
to minimise the use of magical power, a form of ecological restraint: “It must follow
knowledge, and serve need”. 357
As an apprentice, Ged’s error was to release a shadow-beast from the land of the dead. 358 The
first book, A Wizard of Earthsea, explores his struggle with this demon double, a form of the
numinous which evokes fear and dread. In The Farthest Shore, a sorcerer opens a hole between
Earthsea and the world of the dead through which all magic and meaning is leaking, and songs
and spells alike die on people’s lips. 359 Here, enchantment is at risk of being lost entirely. The
Other Wind discovers that creating the land of the dead was a wrong act. 360 The error is
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Ibid, pp 173-174.
Ibid, pp 181-183.
Ibid, p 183.
For example, the masters of the school on Roke, “Herbal”, “Windkey” and “Changer”: Le Guin, “A Wizard of
Earthsea”, pp 47-48.
See Le Guin, Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, p 142; “Dragonfly”, p 231.
Le Guin, “Dragonfly”, pp 248, 255.
Le Guin, “A Wizard of Earthsea”, p 48.
Ibid, pp 64-65.
Le Guin, “The Farthest Shore”, pp 305, 377, 415, 463-464.
Le Guin, The Other Wind, pp 225-227.
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corrected, and the human spirits are freed, their energies released to the world and the
immaterial realm to the dragons:
great multitudes of men and women, who as they came to the broken wall did not hesitate but
stepped across it and were gone: a wisp of dust, a breath that shone an instant in the everbrightening light. 361

Philip Pullman resolves his land of the dead in much the same way (minus dragons) in His
Dark Materials trilogy, published the year earlier. 362 This is unlikely to have influenced Le Guin,
since her novel would already have been with her publisher. Both works demolish a kind of
human exceptionalism whereby the human soul or spirit is treated differently from that of
other beings, and both reunite the remaining sparks of spirit with the energies of the world.
The numinous of Le Guin’s Immanent Grove, her enchanted, moving wood, is present from
the beginning of the series. Throughout, it lies at the heart of Earthsea, and is the root of all
forests:
When she asked about the Grove, he told her that, with Roke Knoll, it had stood since Segoy
made the islands of the world, and that all magic was in the roots of the trees, and that they
were mingled with the roots of all the forests that were or might yet be. “And sometimes the
Grove is in this place,” he said, “and sometimes in another. But it is always.” 363

More than any other aspect of Earthsea, dragons are strongly associated with the numinous,
often giving voice to it. Some are intent on healing the world and others might hinder or do ill,
but they rarely speak unless from the edge of the transcendent. Le Guin’s dragons are deeply
imbued in the qualities that Tolkien ascribes to fairy stories: the mystical, the magical and “the
Mirror of scorn and pity towards Man”. 364 The resolution of Tehanu, when the child calls to her
a dragon that destroys the evil wizard, is a kind of eucatastophe. 365 In the final books, dragons
fly on “the other wind”: the immaterial realm. 366 There are also people who speak with “the
other breath” or “other voice”, experienced as mystery by both themselves and others, and
they speak to truths or acts beyond their knowledge, needed to understand changes in the
world. 367
Several passages in Le Guin relate to elemental aspects of the other-than-human. The otak who
saves Ged in A Wizard of Earthsea does so not from magic but from elemental knowledge, but
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Ibid, p 239.
Pullman, His Dark Materials.
Le Guin, “Dragonfly”, p 240.
Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories”, p 28.
Le Guin, Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, pp 219-223.
Ibid, p 223; The Other Wind, p 226.
Le Guin, “Dragonfly”, p 262; Tehanu: The Last Book of Earthsea, p 219.
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with miraculous effect. 368 The fish that leaps up and speaks in “The Bones of the Earth”
replies to an incantation of the old magic of Gont. 369 There are various references to Old
Powers, as very much deeper and more earth-connected than the magic the wizards wield. In
the later works, the elemental, Old Powers and dragons diminish in hostility and gain in
numinous intensity, as the works move, not so much away from human concerns, as towards a
form of holism that corrects human desire for power over the world.
Pears’s Arcadia opens with a boy encountering a fairy in a pastoral world, but it is soon revealed
that this story is being told by Henry Lytten who is writing fantasy and, despite his ambivalence
about the supernatural, creates Anterworld as a magical realm. Within this realm, the fairy is an
actual fairy, all truths are contained in the Story, a village may have a witch, spirits may
converse with the living, there are sacred places and prophecies. Although Henry decides he
would like to take the fairy out, he doesn’t. Paradoxically the science fiction plotline, which
merges with the fantasy world, actively prevents the removal of Henry’s motifs. Angela’s
machine has instantiated Anterworld, so it becomes a world in a box, a kind of Emily Rodda
construction; as Anterworld starts firming up and becoming the world’s future, it adjusts the
past so that every element Henry described comes to be. This is beyond Henry’s power to
change, but Anterworld’s appearance in the world’s timeline means its supernatural elements
have to be resolved one by one as physical rather than magical. The fairy turns out to be Rosie,
the returning god the author, the end of the revered Story simply the end of the passages
Henry has written (setting the inhabitants free to create their own future). This is a novel of
twists, starting out as enchantment and winding up as a viable, fully-operative and very real
post-apocalyptic pastoral, complete with radiation zones.
In addition to magic and the supernatural, reenchantment in Arcadia is found in the living
woods and forests of Anterworld. This is perhaps strongest in the moments where Rosie
arrives or Callan shows reverence for trees. A good part of the action takes place as a kind of
Sidneyesque masque, among fountains, pergolas and punting on the lake; these passages offer
vista and view, enchanting rather than enchantment. But in its final words, there is an
encompassing which evokes place and the other-than-human, and a sense of regard and
holism. If science replaces the supernatural, then the woods and forests might perhaps
continue to offer some numinous resonance. 370
In summary, reenchantment and the numinous are present in all four texts, to a much greater
extent than is typical of their genre. Each recovers something of the reverence of the original
arcadian springs: this is place-based and transmitted through an attendant who stands in for

368 Le Guin, “A Wizard of Earthsea”, p 82.
369 Le Guin, “The Bones of the Earth”, p 156.
370 Pears, Arcadia, p 594.
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priestess or god (Galadriel in The Lord of the Rings, Lucy in Way Station, Lytten in Arcadia) or by
the other-than-human (Kalessin in Earthsea), rather than an impersonal deity. Numinous
energy flows into the works from two directions, from the arcadian tradition and from a new
ecophilosophical desire to reinhabit and reenchant the earth.

Conclusion
Arcadia in this era has taken on a wider canvas. No longer in a valley or mountainside, it stands
as the figure of the world that must be saved. However implausible the proposed resolution or
unlikely the heroics, these works offer a new intensity and scale.
A new biophilia has arisen, or rearisen as it returns the arcadia to something close to its
classical reverence, albeit unanchored in theism. This offers a deeper and broader vision of
relations with the other-than-human. Communicative relations are sought with the other-thanhuman, not simply to establish community but to renegotiate relations. Simpler lifestyles and
leisurely pursuits are preferred, not merely to enact a rural idyll but through a commitment to
sustaining and nurturing an entire system of synergistic exchange situated in place.
Several of these texts turn back to the past as if to one of the last remaining sanctuaries where
the human can be in relationship to World. Some critics suggest that such idealised visions of a
more embodied, authentic life in a feudal setting are necessarily expressive of conservative
yearnings for lost hierarchies and other certainties. Others argue that readers are being offered
consolatory fantasies, displacing desire which might otherwise be expressed in political action.
Jameson and Suvin would likely not acknowledge the more fantastic instances as utopias at all;
very few featured a willed transformation as favoured by Williams; and Levitas would describe
their function consolatory rather than catalysing of change. The difficulty of suggesting
otherwise arises from their backwards gaze: what can such visions truly offer a globalised,
technological world, one which will never again, this side of apocalyptic collapse, resemble the
sparsely populated, pre-technological past? Yet these works speak to the present as much as to
the past; they are transformed by the changes in Western social relations around gender, race
and class at the same time as they enact human desire for certain forms of relationality and
express an insistence that these be maintained in the face of late capitalist colonisation of body,
society and landscape. In this, they sites of resistance, a form of utopian praxis not adequately
reflected in Levitas’s model for consolation, critique and catalysing change. These works, like
many everyday practices which persist in modernity, reclaim spaces and ways of being-in-theworld as a coherent arcadian orientation.
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The philosophers, who have examined the foundations of society, have all perceived the necessity of
tracing it back to a state of nature, but not one of them has ever got there.
— Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality 1

In the previous chapter, we found that arcadia functions not merely as a retreat from
modernity, but as a surviving site of resistance to its terminal trajectory. Arcadia’s location is
not only in the past, but also in the present. In its expressive engagement with World, it offers
a negotiated community enacted by the powerless in a resacralised pastoral landscape.
This chapter considers another, very different, form of utopian ideal, the primal utopia. As a
form of utopian desire, it has been reinvigorated in the terminus period, notably in postapocalyptic works. The primal utopia depicts the enactment of an idealised version of premodern life, with communities situated within nature and sustained by gathering-hunting. Like
the arcadia it looks back to pre-modernity for its inspiration, but unlike arcadia it is at a
considerable cognitive distance from modern subjectivity, offering no site of retreat, recovery
or resistance. It thus stands in relation to the terminal era not as eutopia but as outopia, and as
a highly estranged subgenre perhaps best seen as an example of Abensour’s “education of
desire”. 2
Part I opens with a discussion of constructions of the primal. It is immediately apparent that
these are riven by a dualism which alternately idealises and barbarises both its primal subjects.
These Western imaginative projections, which have little to do with actual Indigenous peoples,
are best described as “primitivisms”, analogous to the “Orientalism” theorised by Said as a set
of Western beliefs and representations which are culturally constructed and replicated. 3 Each
side of the dualism is canvassed, drawing on a range of works from the Western canon.

1

2
3

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Mankind”, in The
Social Contract and the First and Second Discourses, ed Susan Dunn, trans Lester Crocker and Anon, Yale University
Press, New Haven and London, 2002, pp 87-88.
Abensour, “William Morris: The Politics of Romance”, pp 145-146.
Said, Orientalism.

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

Classical accounts of the Scythians are drawn from Arthur Lovejoy and George Boas’s
authoritative compendium Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity. 4 Lovejoy and Boas give us
examples from Aristotle (c 340 BC) and Justin (c second century),5 influential in subsequent
periods. 6 Tacitus’s Germany (c 98, rediscovered in the fifteenth century) has utopian aspects that
gave it wide currency well beyond the time of its authorship, and numerous editions were
circulated during the Enlightenment. 7 Of particular interest here is his censor of the primal
Fenni, the Germanic tribe he uses as a dystopic primal counterfoil.8 In Seneca’s “On the God
Within Us” (c 63-65), a reverent perspective on the forest illuminates aspects of an orientation
to the other-than-human available long before the terminus era. 9 The discovery and
colonisation of the New World brought with it travellers’ accounts of pre-modern people,
reinvigorating the primal in the Western imagination. 10 The publication of Montaigne’s essay Of
Cannibals (1580) is considered a “seminal event in the development of European and British
primitivism”. 11 Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s account of primal freedom in his Discourse on Inequality
(1755) has been described as “almost synonymous with the idea of noble savagery”. 12 These
idealisations by writers of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment are a necessary part of any
analysis, as too is Thomas Hobbes’s contra position; his “nasty, brutish and short” (Leviathan,
1651) has currency to this day. 13
Part II turns to the four primary texts, George R Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949), 14 Le Guin’s The
Word for World is Forest (1972), 15 Jean Hegland’s Into the Forest (1998) 16 and James Cameron’s

4
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8
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11
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Arthur O Lovejoy and George Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity, Octagon Books, New York, 1965
(originally 1935).
Aristotle: ibid, p 179 citing the Nicomachean Ethics. Justin: ibid, p 328 citing Justin’s, “Historiarum
Philippicarum Epitoma", as published in F Ruehl, Leipzig, 1866, pp 15-16.
Justin’s Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius Trogus, which included his account of the Scythians, was read in
the Middle Ages: Justin Lake, Prologues to Ancient and Medieval History: A Reader, University of Toronto Press,
Toronto, 2013, p 62.
Robert Mellor, Tacitus, Routledge, New York and London, 1994, pp 15-16, 142 (originally 1993).
Publius Cornelius Tacitus, “Germany”, in Agricola and Germany, trans Anthony R Birley, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 1999, p 62 (originally c 98).
L A Seneca, “On the God within Us”, in Moral Epistles to Lucilius, quoted in W Beare, “Tacitus on the
Germans”, Greece and Rome, vol 11, no 1, p 72, 1964 (originally c 63-65).
Gaile McGregor, The Noble Savage in the New World Garden: Notes Toward a Syntactic of Place, University of
Toronto Press, Toronto, 1988, pp 78, 81, 107.
M Montaigne, “Of Cannibals”, in Essays, trans J M Cohen, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth (UK), 1958, pp
109-110 (originally 1580); McGregor, The Noble Savage in the New World Garden: Notes Toward a Syntactic of Place, p
17.
Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Mankind”; McGregor, The Noble
Savage in the New World Garden: Notes Toward a Syntactic of Place, p 19.
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, McMaster
University Archive of the History of Economic Thought, Hamilton (Can), 1999 (originally 1651). A Google
search of The Guardian newspaper online returns no less than 280 uses of the phrase, in articles ranging from
arts reviews to commentary and news articles, most published this century.
George R Stewart, Earth Abides, Corgi/Transworld, London, 1950 (originally 1949).
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film Avatar (2009). 17 Each of the texts discussed in this chapter has been discussed by critics as
an example of primitivist representation. Earth Abides is unproblematically situated within
primitivism by Elizabeth Cogell and problematically so by Phillip E Wegner, who refers to
“primitivist nostalgia”. 18 Richard Kerridge locates Into the Forest within primitivism and Claire
Curtis within a Rousseauian “state of nature”.19 Avatar is claimed for anarcho-primitivism by
Layla AbdelRahim, dismissed as reductive primitivism by David Shasha and described as
consumptionist ego-primitivism by Max Cafard. 20 Gaile McGregor places The Word for World is
Forest within the noble savage tradition, James Clifford argues that it avoids “primitivist
escapes”, 21 and Le Guin herself explicitly addresses colonialist constructions of
“primitive” within her work. 22 Each is briefly summarised, and its qualities as a primal
utopia highlighted.
As in the previous chapter, idealisations of pre-modern life can be located on the other side of
the apocalypse. In this case, all four primary texts engage with the apocalyptic, providing us
with a valuable opportunity to explore the directions taken by the utopian imagination as it
traverses the “terrain of catastrophe”. 23 Orientations to World are appraised, and
ecophilosophical concepts engaged to identify emerging and changing forms of subjectivity and
relationships with both human and other-than-human. Primal utopian estrangement provides
us with a paradigmatic example of Suvin’s “positive negation”. 24 None of these works are
examples of willed transformation: in Williams’s typography, two are “happened upon” (Avatar
and The Word for World is Forest) and two the result of “external events” (Earth Abides and Into

15 Ursula K Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, Berkley / G P Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1976 (originally
1972).
16 Hegland, Into the Forest.
17 Cameron, Avatar.
18 Elizabeth Cogell, “The Middle-Landscape Myth in Science Fiction”, Science Fiction Studies, 1978, vol 5, no 2, p
135; Phillip E Wegner, “Where the Prospective Horizon is Omitted: Naturalism and Dystopia in Fight Club and
Ghost Dog”, in Dark Horizons: Science Fiction and the Dystopian Imagination, ed Raffaella Baccolini and Tom Moylan,
Routledge, New York and London, 2003, p 175.
19 Richard Kerridge, “Narratives of Resignation: Environmentalism in Recent Fiction”, in The Environmental
Tradition in English Literature, ed John Parham, Ashgate Publishing, Aldergate (UK), 2002, p 96; Claire P Curtis,
Postapocalyptic Fiction and the Social Contract: “We’ll Not Go Home Again”, Lexington Books, Lanham (US), 2010.
20 Layla AbdelRahim, “Avatar: An Anarcho-Primitivist Picture of the History of the World”, Works by Layla
AbdelRahim, 23 December 2009; David Shasha, “Primitivism and the Modern Condition in ‘Avatar’”, Sephardic
Heritage Update, 29 December 2010; Max Cafard, “Intergalactic Blues: Fantasy & Ideology in Avatar”, Exquisite
Corpse: A Journal of Letters and Life, 18 November 2012.
21 McGregor, The Noble Savage in the New World Garden: Notes Toward a Syntactic of Place, p 273; James Clifford,
“Response to Orin Starn: ‘Here Come the Anthros (Again): The Strange Marriage of Anthropology and Native
America’”, Cultural Anthropology, 2011, vol 26, no 2, p 219.
22 Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 9-10, 19.
23 Stan, “Heidi in English: A Bibliographic Study”; Spyri, Heidi.
24 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 35, referencing Bakhtin for “positive negation”.
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the Forest, albeit not natural ones). 25 Where Williams would perhaps have seen this as a
weakness, that is, as not “properly utopian”, we can instead find illuminated those desires the
terminus era leaves unfulfilled, as suggested by Levitas.26 The reinhabitory forms these take
emerge as we consider the themes and orientations of the narratives and their potential as
“resources for a journey of hope”. 27

25 Williams, “Utopia and Science Fiction”, p 203.
26 Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, p 9.
27 Williams, “Resources for a Journey of Hope”.
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I
The primal utopia tradition
Representations of “the primitive”
At least two main strands of primitivism within Western discourse can be identified. An
idealising version described by the Macquarie Dictionary states that “primitivism” is the belief
that “the qualities of tribal or chronologically earlier cultures are superior to those of
industrialised cultures”. 28 Noting that such belief in the superiority of “tribal or chronologically
earlier cultures” predates industrialisation (see below), and that narrative fictions deal with
representations rather than (necessarily) beliefs, we might rephrase this:
LITERARY PRIMITIVISM is a way of representing tribal or chronologically earlier cultures
to suggest they possess qualities superior to those of the narrator’s or writer’s own culture or
period.

To give a flavour of how a primal culture might appear superior to that of other forms of
society, Montaigne’s description (with its utopian-flavoured list of “Nos”) will serve as well as
any as a starting point:
These nations, then, seem to me barbarous in the sense that they have received very little
moulding from the human intelligence, and are still very close to their original simplicity. They
are still governed by natural laws and very little corrupted by our own … I am sorry that
Lycurgus and Plato did not know them … They could not imagine an innocence as pure and
simple … nor could they believe that our society might be maintained with so little artificiality
and human organization.
This is a nation, I should say to Plato, in which there is no kind of commerce, no knowledge of
letters, no science of numbers, no title of magistrate or of political superior, no habit of
service, riches or poverty, no contracts, no inheritance, no divisions of property … The very

28 Macquarie Dictionary Online. The word “industrial” did not appear in the second or third editions.
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words denoting lying, treason, deceit, greed, envy, slander and forgiveness have never been
heard. 29

In our period, the idea of a superior primal culture has been extended to the ecological. Paul
Shepard describes this superiority in terms of a spiritual and ritualised relationship with the
non-human world:
Theirs is the way of life to which our ontogeny was fitted by natural selection, fostering a
calendar of mental growth, cooperation, leadership, and the study of a mysterious and beautiful
world where the clues to the meaning of life were embodied in natural things, where everyday
life was inextricable from spiritual significance and encounter, and where the members of the
group celebrated individual stages and passages as ritual participation in the first creation. 30

A very different form of primitivism can be associated with the belittling, hegemonic position
taken by cultures which represent their members as civilised by comparing their culture to
others. Gregory Castle defines primitivism in this latter sense as an ideological construct
serving the purposes of colonialism:
PRIMITIVISM. A form of COLONIAL DISCOURSE dependent upon a MANICHEAN
distinction between civilization and savagery. It derives from scientific, historical,
anthropological, philological, sociological, and imaginative texts whose common denominator
is a vision of primitive peoples as childlike, feminine, irrational, superstitious, violent, garrulous,
and genetically inferior. As part of the ideological structure of colonialism, primitivism played an
important role in establishing the inhumanity of non-Western peoples, thus making it easier to
subjugate, exploit, and exterminate them. 31

The definitions cited above, and the positions they represent, might seem directly opposed to
each other, but they share a common feature: the projection onto a cultural “other” of a belief
that its society and people are at an earlier, less developed and qualitatively different stage of
social ordering. The first version, which will be referred to here as “idealising primitivism”,
appears to represent this positively, the second, which will be referred to as “barbarising
primitivism”, appears to represent this negatively. Of course, neither response is particularly
adequate or even necessary to engage conceptually with actual Indigenous societies.
Contemporary anthropology would prefer to steer a course based on cultural and material
specificity.

29 Montaigne, “Of Cannibals”, pp 109-110.
30 Paul Shepard, Nature and Madness, The University of Georgia Press, Athens and London, 1998, p 6 (originally
1982).
31 Gregory Castle, The Blackwell Guide to Literary Theory, Blackwell Publishing, Malden (MA), Oxford and
Melbourne., 2007, p 320.
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Adam Kuper argues that the idea of “the primitive” is entirely a social construction,
functioning largely as a mirror to comment on contemporary society by comparing it to its
inverse, and available to any political position:
The idea of primitive society therefore provided an idiom which was ideally suited to debate
about modern society, but in itself; was neutral. It could be used equally by right or left,
reactionary or progressive, poet and politician. The most powerful images of primitive society
were produced by very disparate thinkers – Maine, Engels, Durkheim and Freud. Yet all were
transformations of a single basic model. What each did, in effect, was to use it as a foil.
Primitive society was the mirror image of modern society – or, rather, primitive society as they
imagined it inverted the characteristics of modern society as they saw it. 32

This mirror inverse role explains why a concrete sense of “the primitive” can sometimes feel
strangely absent even when a primitivist presence is invoked. Communities of people and
practices are entirely missing from both Rousseau’s (arguably) idealising primitivist essay
Discourse on Inequality and Hobbes’s barbarising primitivism in Leviathan, both of which
represent primal life as solitary. 33 The primal utopia is actually an outopia. Abensour’s education
of desire is also applicable; the estrangement is presented as a highly desirous, vividly painted
otherness. 34

Primitivism #1: idealising primitivism and the primal
utopia
We might usefully extend Kuper to include the idea that the primitive can function as a mirror
image for individual or collective desire, as well as a mirror for social commentary. Yearnings
for a simpler and more meaningful life within nature and admiration for people who seem to
live such a life (idealising primitivism), are very similar to the arcadian impulse described in the
previous chapter. Indeed, if the broad definition of “a chronologically earlier culture” is
adopted then the pastoral – including the arcadia – also falls within idealised primitivism.
However, this chapter will use “idealising primitivism” more narrowly to mean representations
of pre-modern or non-modern community life sustained largely through gathering and
hunting. 35 This type of society is sometimes referred to as “pre-agrarian”, implying we are all
on the same teleological journey, loosely conceptualised as “a ladder towards civilisation”.

32 Adam Kuper, The Invention of Primitive Society: Transformations of an Illusion, Routledge, London and New York,
1988, p 240. p 240
33 Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill; Rousseau, “Discourse
on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Mankind”.
34 Abensour, “William Morris: The Politics of Romance”, pp 145-146.
35 A feminist inversion as suggested by Sally Slocum, “Woman the Gatherer: Male Bias in Anthropology”, in
Towards an Anthropology of Women, ed Rayna R Reiter, Monthly Review Press, New York and London, 1975
(originally 1971 (this article)).
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Idealising primitivism however resists a progressive reading of history and disputes the value of
social and technological evolution leading to more complex forms of organised society.
Idealising primitivism has a long history, which cannot be fully described here but which will
be briefly surveyed in its persistence through different periods of Western culture. Lovejoy and
Boas trace primitivism back to the classical period, citing a wide array of texts. 36 Within these
they quote various passages with an idealised primal flavour, often featuring the Scythians. Like
Arcadia, Scythia existed as a geographical location but its function in classical texts was not
always related to its material reality; it was also available as a mythic site onto which to project
primal utopian desire, and to comment on the ills of civilisation, such as greed. The mythic
Scythians had rudimentary wagons for shelters, wandered in the wild, drank mare’s milk, and
gathered honey. They had no money and few laws, held all things in common, and Nature gave
them everything, as in this second century account: 37
The people of that country recognise no boundaries [original note: i.e. they hold their land in
common], for they do not work the land. Nor have they any houses nor shelters nor fixed
habitations, but, feeding their flocks and herds, they are accustomed to wander through
uncultivated solitudes. … Justice is served by the tribe’s inherent respect for it, not by laws …
They shun gold and silver just as the rest of mortals seek it. They live on milk and honey …
although they are nipped by unceasing cold; yet they use the skins of wild animals and rodents …
they desire nothing they do not possess. How wonderful indeed it would seem that Nature gave to
them what the Greeks by the long teaching of their sages and the precepts of their philosophers
were unable to attain – that civilization should be surpassed by comparison with barbarism. 38

Several strands of primitivism are identified by Lovejoy and Boas, including cultural
primitivism and chronological primitivism, and “hard” and “soft” primitivism. 39 However, they
find that, despite these distinctions, primitivist accounts often describe the same quest, that of
recovering the “originary state of man”:
[Cultural primitivism] is, it is true, often combined with the [chronological primitivist] belief that
there was an original ideal state of all mankind which now persists only among the savages … 40

36 Lovejoy and Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity. They define the term more broadly to include many
versions of the simple life, including the one discussed in this chapter.
37 These ideas about the Scythians have been attributed to numerous classical writers including Hesiod and
Homer (see ibid, p 327.)
38 Ibid, p 328. Lovejoy and Boas reference this passage to Justin, Historiarum Philippicarum Epitoma, as published in
F Ruehl, Leipzig, 1866, pp 15-16.
39 Cultural primitivism is an ideal geographically displaced onto another people and chronological primitivism an
ideal projected backward to an earlier time. In ‘hard’ primitivism the less comfortable aspects are
acknowledged, in ‘soft’ they are not present: ibid, p 7.
40 Ibid, p 287.
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A quest for the “originary ideal state” belongs only to “civilised man”, however rudimentary
the civilisation. The yearnings of “civilised man” to reject their situation and (re)enter this state
might even have appeared with the first habitations:
Cave men can be supposed to have] discoursed with contempt upon the cowardly effeminacy
of living under shelter … instead of being free to roam at large in the wide-open spaces. 41

This yearning is a familiar feature of utopia. The ideal is somewhere else, in a golden past, or on
an island, in a secret valley, or the future; anywhere but in the city, community or time in which
we dwell. The distinction between utopian thinking in general and that of the primitivist
utopian is that the latter proposes an “originary” state for humanity. The primal utopia shares
this characteristic with the classical arcadia and with the Edenic myths of the Abrahamic
religions, which, however, are based on dwelling in a pastoral idyll or God’s perfectly ordered
garden rather than in wild nature. Despite this crucial difference, arcadian and Edenic longings
frequently bolster, and from time to time fuse with, the primal utopia. 42
Mediaeval cartographers speculated on the location of the original Garden of Eden, which they
believed might, somewhere in a far away untamed land, be miraculously preserved as an earthly
paradise. This idea continued to flourish during the early Renaissance with travellers’ reports of
Native Americans living in warm climes in bountiful lands, thereby fusing the primal utopia
and the Edenic together. 43 However, by the end of the Renaissance period, much of the world
was charted and a preserved Eden was no longer plausible. What was left was the primal
utopian aspect of the “noble savage” living closer to nature and therefore, as many European
thinkers began to embrace a form of natural theology, 44 to God. 45 Invigorated by traveller’s
tales and the “discovery” of the Americas and Native Americans, Renaissance thinkers became
increasingly interested in the possibility of other places where people might live in an unfallen
“state of nature” (as Hobbes would later term the primal condition). In Des Cannibales,
Montaigne’s suggests a primal community which is both “fresh from the gods” and under the
governance of nature:

41 Ibid, p 7.
42 Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western Culture, Routledge, New York and London,
2003.
43 Jean Delumeau, History of Paradise: The Garden of Eden in Myth and Tradition, trans Matthew O’Connell, University
of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, 2000, p 112ff (originally 1992).
44 Thomson suggests European intellectuals were engaged in a major effort to develop a theory of natural
theology which would reconcile religion and science from at least 1665: Keith Thomson, Before Darwin:
Reconciling God and Nature, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2005, pp xii-xiii.
45 Delumeau, History of Paradise: The Garden of Eden in Myth and Tradition, p 154.
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How far from such perfection would he [Plato] find the republic that he imagined: ‘men fresh
from the hands of the gods’.*

Hos natura modos primum dedit.†
[Translator’s notes: * Seneca, Letters, xc. † “These are the first laws that nature gave.” Virgil,
Georgics, II, 20.] 46

Montaigne’s idealising primitivism reflects a (somewhat ironically expressed) view that places
the primal nearer to the Christian God than those living in “civilised” conditions. The latter are
critiqued by comparing them to “sauvages” who are in nearly every way superior. These primal
humans are not merely situated within nature, but fully shaped by the natural world:
These people are wild [“Ils sont sauvages”] in the same way as we say that fruits are wild, when
nature has produced them by herself and in her ordinary way [“que nature de soy et de son
progrez ordinaire a produicts”]; whereas, in fact, it is those that we have artificially modified,
and removed from the common order, that we ought to call wild. In the former, the true, most
useful, and natural virtues and properties are alive and vigorous; in the latter we have
bastardised them, and adapted them only to the gratification of our corrupt taste. 47

The two statements, “fresh from the gods” and “que nature de soy et de son progrez ordinaire
a produicts”, may appear contradictory to a contemporary reader, but they were not necessarily
perceived to be so at the time of Montaigne (although as irony of past eras is not always
obvious, so we cannot exclude the possibility that Montaigne juxtaposed them precisely to
point to the incongruity of then popular thinking which coupled these ideas). Keith Thomson
has argued that, prior to Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species, 48 Western intellectuals largely
perceived nature as God’s hand and laws at work. 49
While viewing the natural world as the hand of God certainly applied to many thinkers of the
Enlightenment, that period also increasingly saw a form of humanism emerging which
privileged the human over the divine. 50 This is reflected in its primal utopian imaginings.
Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality (1755) is overwhelmingly concerned with opposing utopian
primal freedom with enslaved society. 51 Once again, the main purpose of an idealised primitive
is to condemn aspects of societal structures in Europe as against nature and its originary
freedom. Primal utopian desire is thus a vehicle to explore the possibility of freedom from class
distinctions and servitude, and the commitment is more to social reform than to primal life.
46 Montaigne, “Of Cannibals”, p 110.
47 Ibid, p 109. French insertions from the version of Des Cannibales published by Maureen Jameson on the
LiTgloss web site, litgloss.buffalo.edu/Montaigne/cannibals.shtml accessed 20 March 2013.
48 Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species: by Means of Natural Selection: or, The Preservation of Favoured Races in the
Struggle for Life, Watts & Co, London, 1903 (originally 1859-1872).
49 Thomson, Before Darwin: Reconciling God and Nature, pp 6, 261.
50 Richard Norman, On Humanism: Thinking in Action, Routledge, London and New York, 2004, pp 11-12.
51 Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Mankind”.
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However, primal yearnings infuse the narrative and invest the “enslaved” human subject with
an originary power-to-choose which might yet be reclaimed. 52
Following Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and his theory of natural selection relying on
chance rather than design, it became more intellectually difficult to collapse nature into God:
Darwin’s theory … proved a body blow to natural theology. … Although many tried, it was
not possible to enlist on the side of the angels by construing it as the result of God-given
natural laws. Darwin’s version of evolution … depended too much on chance events,
especially in the production of variation. 53

However, a belief in an ideal state of nature and the possibility of “organic tribes” persisted
throughout a period of colonial expansion. Even Marx, a hardheaded critic mainly concerned
with the formation of social classes and the impact of industrial capitalism, offers us a
primitivist utopian glimpse when he discusses an original nomadic state where labour has not
yet been associated with land and therefore not yet alienated from land.54
Idealising primitivism remains a source of utopian desire to the present day.55 Nor is this
entirely secular; as will be discussed later, idealising primitivism often adopts a reshaped
spiritual potency. Projection onto geographical sites however has been rendered more difficult
by actual encounter. A period of extensive exploration, although discovering humankind in a
dazzling array of languages, beliefs, practices, aesthetics and environments, has either never
found a community in the ideal state imagined by idealising primitivism, or, depending on how
the story goes, has never managed to avoid bringing about the destruction or corruption of an
ideal situation, through contact or conquest. As a result, people became less and less likely to
believe that a primal utopia could be mapped onto any extant community, or, if such an ideal
community existed, that its primal social structures could survive modernity. Which essentially
leaves only the past and the future. Idealising primitivism in any era has been free to assert that
in the past there were “organic tribes” or a “state of nature”, aspects of which we might
recover in some future “re-wilding” of the human. 56 Recent intellectual versions of this may be
seen in the work of eco-primitivist and anarcho-primitivist thinkers Paul Shepard and John

52 Ibid.
53 Thomson, Before Darwin: Reconciling God and Nature, p 261.
54 Karl Marx, “Extract from the Grundrisse”, in Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations, ed Jack Cohen, trans Jack Cohen,
International Publishers, 1964, as reproduced on the Marxists Internet Archive (originally 1939, but written
1857-1858).
55 As seen in the ongoing fascination with the no-contact peoples of the Amazon.
56 There is also an international movement with this name and purpose. See eg the web sites of the Rewilding
Institute (North America) www.rewilding.org and Rewilding Europe www.rewildingeurope.com
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Zerzan, 57 and popular versions in the re-wilding movement. In the previous chapter, it was
seen that myths of a “golden age” were commonly held to arise from the alienated citydwellers’ yearnings for rural life, but Zerzan suggests that, to the contrary, they arose from
alienated agriculturalists’ yearnings for primal life. 58 Similarly, the passage from Tacitus quoted
below on the primal Fenni which also points to freedom from agriculture rather than from
city life.
Zerzan relies largely on numerous anthropological examples of ideal primeval life – depicted as
egalitarian, peaceful, focused on gathering with little sexual division of labour. Shepard, on the
other hand, offers an example of how Darwinian evolution and an understanding of genetic
inheritance – although they may set aside Eden – can support a primitivist perspective, arguing
that our evolution has shaped us for primal life, not for modernity, and that primal life offered
satisfactions that the agrarian and following eras have lost or suppressed. His primitivism offers
a “free, gentle, subsistence” life, while acknowledging that evolution also has genetically
equipped humans for other possibilities, such as dominance hierarchies and warrior cultures. 59
By setting out these few examples of idealising primitivism it is intended to illustrate that this
perspective has always been and continues to be available as a Western discourse and desire,
but that the form of the idealisation is subject to change. If freedoms have been lost, the “state
of nature” suggests they should be returned. If the Enlightenment proposes a teleological
journey, idealising primitivism proposes a timeless origin. If capitalists propose that the
fundamental drive is self-interest leading to the desire to maximise wealth and property, then
the idealising primitive offers a discourse which can claim that there was a time when there was
no money, no selfishness and all things were held in common. If neo-conservatives argue the
need for microeconomic reform, contemporary primitivists can speak of a life of ease and
plenty where nature provides. Idealising primitivism’s potential to offer an alternative grand
narrative to those of the Enlightenment and/or capitalism is irresistible.
While it is always available, however, it is not equally prevalent in every period. Instead it is
periodically reinvigorated and transformed. 60 In the West, conditions for the re-invigoration of
the idealising primitive have been present in several eras: the explorations of the Renaissance,
the long period of colonisation which followed and the present age of terminus. The

57 See John Zerzan, Future Primitive Revisited, Feral House, Port Townsend (US), 2012; Shepard, Nature and
Madness; Paul Shepard, Coming Home to the Pleistocene, ed Florence R Shepard, Island Press, Washington, 1998.
58 Zerzan, Future Primitive Revisited, p 11.
59 Shepard, Coming Home to the Pleistocene, pp 19, 20, 34
60 This occurs when conditions favour its emergence as a discursive formation, that is, when spaces of interplay
open up which encourage the appearance and/or transformation of its characteristic objects (signs),
enunciative modalities, concepts and theoretical strategies: Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse
on Language.
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Renaissance, with its excitement over the discovery of other peoples and continents,
transformed available signs such as “savages” and “primitives”, invoked concepts such as that
which Hobbes would later call the “state of nature” and used theoretical strategies such as
comparing “free” primal life with “enslaved” life in Europe. The Enlightenment ideal of
progress took this forward into enacted millennialist projects in the New World. 61 Idealising
primitivism continued to trace its admiring path into later centuries, despite the strong countercurrent of barbarising primitivism that accompanied actual (rather than imagined) colonial
expansion. 62
The present era has manifested a different but equally strong set of conditions for the reemergence of idealising primitivist discourse and desire. In its anxieties about surviving climatic
and environmental catastrophe, accompanied by fears that this might at worst reduce us all to
some form of survivalism, in its search for alternatives and a non-teleological ethos to counter
the unrelenting but terminal expansion of industrialisation and consumption, and in its
increasing concern about the impact on Indigenous communities of economic colonisation,
global industrialisation and transnational capitalism, we are now, in the age of terminus,
witnessing a reinvigoration of idealising primitivism, primarily evident in a desperate ecological
futurism and its twin, the post-apocalyptic utopian novel.
Jameson observes that rapid social change in any period is a factor in the emergence of
“utopian enclaves”. He suggests this is so because they seem to offer a space of timelessness
and stability, while being politically barely engaged with the social problems of the day:
This [Utopian enclave] is a figure which then usefully allows us to combine two hitherto
contradictory features of the relation of Utopia to social reality: on the one hand, its very
existence or emergence certainly registers the agitation of the various “transitional periods” within
which most Utopias were composed … while, on the other, it suggests the distance of the
Utopias from practical politics, on the basis of a zone of the social totality which seems eternal
and unchangeable, even within this social ferment we have attributed to the age itself. … 63

Jameson’s first point on recourse to timelessness is insightful, but his second on political
disengagement is less convincing. Rousseau, for example, used an idealising primitivist discourse
to critique the political and social conditions in Europe and argue for improved social
organisation, and his The Social Contract influenced the French revolutionaries. 64 Perhaps
Jameson’s critique here points mainly to desire, whereas Kuper’s mirror for social commentary

61 Davis, Utopia and the Ideal Society: A Study of English Utopian Writing 1516-1700.
62 Brian V Street, The Savage in Literature: Representations of ‘Primitive’ Society in English Fiction 1858-1920, Routledge &
Kegan Paul, London and Boston, 1975.
63 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 15.
64 Susan Dunn, “Introduction”, in The Social Contract and the First and Second Discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Yale
University Press, New Haven and London, 2002, pp 18ff.
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offers a more optimistic view of political purpose and, by extension, allows such purpose to be
possessed by the primal utopia. Perhaps utopia is not completely constituted by Jameson’s two
main forms, the program and the impulse: 65 perhaps it extends also to another main form used
in social critique, which can be observed in almost every discursive product of the culture wars,
and which we might call “utopian rhetoric”. Jameson considers this possibility when he
describes how ideology (in the Marxist sense of false consciousness as one class attempts to
impose its totalities on others) employs universalising rhetoric as it tries to recruit all classes to
its program. However, once such a rhetoric is developed, no matter how cynically motivated its
construction it will have contained within its universalising those matters which Jameson
considers utopian, that is, that speak to the collective interest:
The mystery is that it is by way of this often spurious, hypocritical, popular-front universalizing
rhetoric that a group tries to make allies out of the other classes and secure power for itself. By
way of the rhetoric authentic utopian visions are transmitted. Because whatever this group is
and whatever its ultimate role means for people in reality, the very demand for universality is
itself a utopian matter. 66

Jameson distils this utopian rhetoric into two parts, purified “authentic utopian visions” which
have passed through the condenser of social class, and a residue of “empty and idealistic …
visionary utopianism”. Essentially, he returns part of utopian rhetoric to impulse and program
and dismisses the remainder. However, an alternative reading of “utopian rhetoric” might
support its status, in cases where it offers a detailed enactment, as a third form – a utopia that
is detailed and yet insubstantial, shimmering alongside society-as-it-is, revealing it by projecting
its image in mirror-inverse form. This utopia exists only within discourse and its function is to
offer a counter-image, a polarisation that reveals a concrete situation in history to be grotesque.
It offers the potent idea of a wrongness within an actual socio-political situation. It forms a
positive image, not a negative one, in its critique, as Rousseau’s positive representation of the
primitive shows, yet the desire is not for the mirage it presents but for radical amendments to
the situation it inverts. When it takes this shape, utopian rhetoric attains a form of outopia which
exemplifies Abensour’s “education of desire”. It escapes from Jameson’s assertion that utopia
is a “socio-economic sub-genre” of science fiction, 67 and reveals that utopia 68 is really the
opposite; a science-fiction or fantasy subgenre within socio-political commentary. A number of
the utopias discussed in this thesis belong more clearly to this third form than to either impulse

65 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 3.
66 Fredric Jameson, “A Conversation with Fredric Jameson”, Semeia, 1992, no 59., cited in “Stanford Presidential
Lectures in the Humanities and Arts: Topical Excerpts from Interviews with Fredric Jameson”, 1999,
http://prelectur.stanford.edu/lecturers/jameson/interviews.html.
67 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p xiv.
68 Diverging here from Jameson by allowing its presence in a broader sense which is not limited to a line of
fiction descended from More.
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or enactment (program). 69 These include the arcadian, primitivist and mediaevalist fantasy
utopias; whereas the pastoral, communalist and utopias of everyday life can be placed more
conventionally within an impulse/enactment schema. This third form of utopia is intangible in
that it is situated in the unreachable world through the looking glass, and so tends toward the
fantastic; but it is potent, as the appearance alongside modernity of a growing secondary
universe of mediaeval fantasy utopias suggests. Interpreting it thus might assist those who
struggle to understand the relationship of fantasy to modernity other than by suggesting it offers
mere consolation or a nostalgic return to lost certainties.

Primitivism #2: Barbarising primitivism and conquest
Barbarising primitivist representations of Indigenous communities and other alterities are used
for a variety of purposes: on a personal level, to resolve confusion, assert superiority or express
fears; and on a collective level to justify invading, seizing resources, displacing or subjugating,
starving, swindling or disenfranchising, imprisoning, colonising or butchering people perceived
to be members of a less advanced society. Barbarising primitivism as a discourse requires a
notion of “Other” based on race, nation/state or culture in order to emerge fully. Without at
least one of these conditions, judgments of the kind identified by Castle would be the more or
less randomly directed slander of outsider groups. The Greeks and Romans had at least the
second and third of these conditions. Lovejoy and Boas are able to quote Aristotle on “distant
barbarians”, whom they note are “presumably the Scythians and their like”:
And of the foolish, those who are irrational by nature and live only by their senses are like the
beasts, as are some of the races of the distant barbarians. 70

Tacitus is somewhat anthropological in his accounts of Germanic tribes, while idealising
aspects such as fighting prowess, strength, loyalty etc. However, the closer a tribe approaches a
primal life, one without agriculture or fixed dwellings, the more likely Tacitus is to use
barbarising primitivism, as in this account of the Fenni:
The Fenni are remarkably savage and wretchedly poor. They have no weapons, no horses, and
no homes. They feed on wild plants, wear skins, and sleep on the ground. Their only hope is
their arrows, which for lack of iron they tip with bone. Men and women alike live by hunting.
The women accompany the men everywhere and insist on taking a share in the spoils. Their
only way of protecting infants against wild beasts or rain is a shelter made from interwoven
branches. This is what the young men come back to and where the old men take refuge. Yet
they think this is a happier lot than to groan over the tillage of the fields … 71

69 In Chapter 1, “enactment” was preferred as a more inclusive term than “program”.
70 Lovejoy and Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity, p 179. (Citing the Nicomachean Ethics.)
71 Tacitus, “Germany”, p 62.
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Expressive characteristics of barbarising primitivism include all those identified by Castle –
“childlike, feminine, irrational, superstitious, violent, garrulous, and genetically inferior”, and
many more along similar lines. Hobbes’s famous “war of all against all” and “solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish, and short” are long-standing formulations which paint a grim portrait of premodern life:
… every man is enemy to every man … men live without other security than what their own
strength and their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such condition there is no place
for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no culture of the earth; no
navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; no commodious building;
no instruments of moving and removing such things as require much force; no knowledge of
the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of
all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short. 72

Hobbes is exploring a theoretical idea, that of a life of “absolute liberty” where there is no
“common power” or social contract. His text is characterised by an absence of concrete detail,
pointing again to a theoretical position, or Kuper’s mirror inverse for the purposes of
commentary. Aside from the “brutish” Americans touched on in a passage, his The Elements of
Law: Natural and Poetic offers a mention only of the Germanic tribes and unspecified “savage
nations that live at this day”. 73 This is a thought experiment about a world without restraint,
rather than a descriptive evaluation. Despite this aetherised lack of context, “nasty, brutish, and
short” has been taken up in barbarising primitivist discourse and continues to be quoted to the
present day. Its usefulness lies in its assurance that the cultures and practices of “savage
nations” are really not worth preserving, implying that their citizens can only benefit from
“civilisation”.
Which leads, strangely enough, to a utopian aspect of barbarising primitivism. Out of a desire
to save people from the state of nature imagined by Hobbes, this form of primitivism is also
the basis for certain utopian ideals. These may be formulated as the benefits of conversion to
Christianity (or other religion), or of “civilisation” broadly conceived, economic development,
or a compound of these with other Western Enlightenment ideals such as formal education
and democracy. This type of utopianism is founded on a hierarchy of cultures, where the
individual and social possibilities offered by Western Enlightenment models are associated with
higher-level attainments such as freedom from oppression and poverty, and Indigenous life
with lack. This perspective is not easy to entirely reject, even for those who seek to do so.

72 Hobbes, Leviathan or the Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill, p 78; Thomas Hobbes,
The Elements of Law Natural & Politic, ed Ferdinand Tönnies, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1928, p
56 (originally 1650).
73 Hobbes, The Elements of Law Natural & Politic, p 56.
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When discussing anthropologists who wish to avoid primitivism and work with the specificity
and material conditions of cultural difference, David Stoll points to some philosophical
difficulties. In the face of highly confronting cultural practices such as cliterectomy on the one
hand, or where an assertion of the inherent value of Indigenous culture might be seen as
politically desirable, on the other, even those trying to avoid both forms of primitivism
discussed here can find themselves at least temporarily deploring or elevating pre-modern
practice. 74
Castle argues that the conditions for a re-invigoration of a barbarising discourse to describe
gatherers-hunters and distant others were, in Western thought, strongly associated with the
colonialist period. 75 Anita Heiss has argued that this period continues unabated in both the
economic and social realms, so that we have not yet reached “post-colonialism” in any practical
sense, regardless of the status of critical theory.76
Finally, another variant of primitivism should be noted: one which simultaneously conceals its
own generalising primitivist projections even as it attacks opponents for primitivist thinking.
For example Roger Sandall, an Enlightenment thinker and leading conservative voice in the
culture wars, dismisses idealising primitive as “romantic primitivism” and yet invokes the spirit
of Hobbes in the same breath:
But in the year 2000, with Fascism and Communism both discredited, why, I wondered, were
so many turning back toward Rousseau? What was the attraction of romantic primitivism?
How had ethnic culture become a beau ideal? Cities admittedly have their problems, but why
did some New Yorkers see tribal societies as exemplary and tribespeople as paragons of social
virtue? Especially—and inexplicably—tribal societies whose hardships and bloody cruelties no
pampered urbanite could possibly endure. 77

74 David Stoll, “Romantic Primitivism and Moral Economy”, Society, 2008, vol 45, no 3. The second example is
not Stoll’s. His suggestion was that an attraction towards romantic (idealising) primitivism may arise through a
desire to identify with victims due to colonialist guilt; a more conservative position which equates an idealising
strategy with victim politics.
75 Castle, The Blackwell Guide to Literary Theory.
76 See for example Anita Heiss, Dhuuluu-Yala To Talk Straight: Publishing Indigenous Literature, Aboriginal Studies
Press, Canberra, 2003.
77 Roger Sandall, “The Culture Cult Revisited”, Society, 2008, vol 45, no 3, p 234.
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Primitivism #3: primitivism and the other-than-human
world
In framing questions for this thesis, I argued that the utopian “we” should be extended to the
other-than-human world. The two discourses of primitivism have analogous projections onto
this other-than-human world, in particular onto its wild spaces. This can be observed in the
binary of pristine or mystical “wilderness” versus untamed or dangerous “wasteland”. Wild
places as dwelling spaces of elementals and the sacred, as places of retreat or to commune with
gods, have a long tradition. Pan, Diana and other members of the pantheon, the shrine-gods
and alters and sacred groves found in many places in the world, the biblical references to
prophets retreating into the desert, are examples of this tradition of mythologising and
spriritualising wild places. In more recent times a wild space together with its other-thanhuman inhabitants, might be idealised as wilderness: here it is a pure space uncorrupted by
modernity, or a place of communication with the essential or elemental, or the site of the
sublime.
A wild space can also be objectified as untamed or dangerous wasteland: it might be perceived
as a tangle of impassable vegetation, an unhospitable desert, a worthless ground, as a boggy
marsh filled with unpleasant insects; in pre-modern thinking perhaps a place of witches and
wolves, danger and deception (although this is perhaps not so much objectifying as
mythologising); or to the modern bureaucrat a remnant habitat, worthless because of the
presence of “exotic weeds”; or to any agrarian or extraction economy, simply as
“unproductive”.
This binary, too, has been present since at least classical times. Seneca invests forest groves
with reverence for their ancient, spiritual power:
if you see a grove thick with ancient trees of unusual height, shutting out the sight of the sky
with the density of interlacing branches, the tallness of the wood, and the mystery of the spot,
and the marvel of the shade, so deep and unbroken though above ground, compel belief that
there is a spirit there. 78

Tacitus, on the other hand, writes of the vast German forest as an unappealing wild:
The land may vary a certain amount in its appearance, but in general it either bristles with
forests or festers with marshes. It is wetter on the side facing the Gauls, windier opposite
Noricum and Pannonia. 79

78 Seneca, “On the God within Us”., quoted in W Beare, “Tacitus on the Germans”, Greece and Rome, 1964, vol
11, no 1, p 72.
79 Tacitus, “Germany”, p 39.
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The idea of an untamed and possibly fearsome waste has ancient roots. It is represented by the
monster preventing access to the cedar forest in the ancient Epic of Gilgamesh, 80 it appears in
Anglo-Saxon writing, Germanic fairy tales and many other forms. There were wolves and
bears, even lions, after all, in the ancient forests of Europe. More recently, in the new world,
Branch identifies characteristics of the idealised wild places in American literature as beauty,
timelessness, possessing qualities of the earthly paradise and spiritual sanctuary, whereas the
objectified wild places are tangled woods, hunting grounds or antagonists to be conquered:
From the very beginning, American literary representations of wilderness have vacillated
between celebrating a world of natural beauty that exists outside history, and lamenting the
chaos of a tangled wood as yet unredeemed by human masters. 81

In Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, discussed earlier, the idealised wild space is Fangorn and the
untamed and dangerous wild is the Old Forest.
A wild place/garden opposition is also possible, with all the scriptural associations of goodness
and fecundity focused on the garden of Eden and biblical injunctions to till and keep the
earth. 82
“Ecoprimitivism” is a term which may refer to either an idealisation or an objectification of
wild places and their inhabitants (human or otherwise). The term may be used pejoratively, as
in Veronica Dadidov who locates both forms in a fantasy space of the Western imagination,
part of a succession of colonialist primitivisms:
Far from being an outdated literary trope, that kind of metonymy informs the contemporary
ideology of ecoprimitivism, which alternately idealizes and denigrates its fantasy subjects, and is
central to the Western rhetoric of difference between the “modern” subjects occupying urban
or post-urban social spaces, and “traditional” subjects, imagined deep in the forest, high up on
the mountaintops, or occupying any other spaces that features [sic] heavily in the cartography
of the “ethnographic present”. 83

The idealising of wild places is also implicit in the re-enchanting and re-spiritualising turn in certain
(sometimes avowedly non-primitivist) ecophilosophies which attempt to resituate the human
within nature and to glue it there by use of the sacred wild earth. A certain convention of
distancing seems to be required within such narratives, an assertion that this is not about
recovering the past but about drawing on aspects of the past to reimagine a future (a future
80 Anon, Epic of Gilgamesh, ed Maureen Gallery Kovacs, trans Maureen Gallery Kovacs, Stanford University
Press, Stanford (CA), 1989 (originally c BC 2100).
81 Michael P Branch, “Review of ‘Return to Warden’s Grove: Science, Desire, and the Lives of Sparrows by Christopher
Norment’”, Fourth Genre, 2009, vol 11, no 1, p 153.
82 Merchant, Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western Culture, pp 68-69.
83 Veronica Dadidov, “From Colonial Primitivism to Ecoprimitivism: Constructing the Indigenous ‘Savage’ in
South America”, Arcadia, 2012, vol 47, no 1, p 472.
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which is very often lacking in almost any practical detail, positioning many of these narratives
within utopian rhetoric or strategic critique). Recovery of primitivism itself is formulaically
labelled regressive, nostalgic, unreflexive and so on, and swept aside in the same gesture of
critical disposal applied to the pastoral and arcadia. 84
The conditions for invigoration of primitivist projections onto wild spaces are equivalent to
those of their social analogues: the discovery of the new world and the fascination with images
and accounts of its flora and fauna and wild spaces, the period of colonialist expansion and the
desire to represent its “taming” of alien landscapes as a good; and, in the terminus age, the
quest for resources by an ever-expanding transnational capitalism accompanied by a narrative
of the “good” of economic development, and the increasing ecological panic arising from
growing evidence of currently unfolding catastrophes (dwindling natural resources, species loss
and climate change).

84 Garforth discusses this tension in “Green Utopias: Beyond Apocalypse, Progress, and Pastoral”, Utopian
Studies, 2005, vol 16, no 3, pp 405-406.
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II
Primal utopia in the terminus age
The previous discussion suggested the primal utopia is an enduring form available to all eras,
but which may be reinvigorated when conditions that favour it are present. In the terminus era,
questioning the impact of modernity on World has become widespread, as the realisation
grows that excess consumption might be leading us into a dead end. Those who respond to the
increasing termination of habitats, species, language groups and climate, might oppose
destruction or might mourn as if these aspects of World were already lost. Either an
oppositional politics or an elegiac mood can open up a space for a primal utopia. But, just as
these conditions for emergence have changed, so too have the expressive forms of primal
utopia. The primal utopia is no longer a traveller’s tale, a weekend in the woods, a men’s
drumming group, an Edgar Rice Burroughs account of daring deeds on untamed continents.
Now, in the face of the need to find a road beyond catastrophe, the primal utopia re-emerges
in the guise of a post-apocalyptic or trans-apocalyptic vision for the future.

The post-apocalyptic and the primal utopia
The primal utopia is no longer over there, in the virginal Americas to be admired and then
transformed utterly; and it is no longer back when time began, in pre-history. In two of the
novels discussed here, it is in the future where the human walks the same path as the bear, in
Hegland’s Into the Forest, or drinks from the same stream as the mountain lion, in Stewart’s
Earth Abides. These post-apocalyptic fictions posit the end of modernity. They write through
and beyond the stage of mere survival and look to a possible non-terminal ideal future. In their
final movement, the protagonists in both works reject the option of rebuilding the modern
world, or even an agrarian subsistence society, and instead embrace an ideal primal world.
Before discussing the novels, it is worth acknowledging that there are many other forms of the
post-apocalyptic. There are versions that do not end well. There are versions that offer a
utopian resolution (or utopian glimpse) which isn’t primal; it may be heterotopic, pastoral or
post-human, for example. Additionally, a barbarising primitivism not infrequently
accompanies post-apocalyptic visions. In the latter, the “primitive” occupies a Hobbesian space
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which expresses our anxieties about the violent, lawless possibilities of the collapse of
civilisation. At the extreme end we might place civilisation-destroying zombie outbreaks in
works such as I Am Legend. 85 More commonly, tribal marauders who resemble urban gangs
painted over with body paints and adornments become versions of the primitive in postapocalyptic fictions such as Cormac McCarthy’s The Road and Octavia Butler’s Parable of the
Sower:
People running, screaming, shooting. … I think they must have been pyro addicts – bald
people with painted heads, faces, and hands. Red faces; blue faces; green faces; screaming
mouths; avid, crazy eyes, glittering in the firelight. 86

The narratives
George R Stewart’s Earth Abides (1949) is a post-plague tale. Isherwood, or Ish, falls victim to a
mysterious illness while in the mountains. At length he recovers and returns to town to find the
apocalypse has occurred in his absence. Not a living person can be seen, and newspapers tell of
mass death from plague, possibly leaked from a biological weapons laboratory, possibly arising
as a natural corollary of over-population. In time, Ish finds there are a few survivors and sets to
the task of gathering some together to rebuild and re-form civilisation. He creates a small
community with his selected survivors, periodically trying to energise the group for projects to
restore civil society, variously represented as reading (knowledge), plumbing (technology) and
thinking of what could go wrong (planning). Ish’s attempts to educate children, inspire
technological effort in the young men, or even to enlist help planning for crops, all fail.
Ish’s mistake is to appoint himself as the utopian guide when he is actually the visitor. Earth
Abides charts his bitter struggle against failure in the role of guide, punctuated with elegiac
memories of the American-skyline-as-it-used-to-be, a grand sweep of bridges and skyscrapers.
Even after the death of Joey, his only descendant with ability to read or follow Ish’s way of
thinking, he does not accept that the world will not go in the direction he had imagined:
He felt all the great forces of the world at work against him, against the only man still alive
who could think and plan for the future….. 87

It takes until the end of the novel for Ish to understand that not only is his community not a
failure, not only is modernity not destined to be rebuilt or restored, but also this postapocalyptic world is no longer America. Ish is the last American, 88 but his descendants live in a
new “new world”. This is a primal utopia, a primitive, tribal, harmonised life of hunting game

85
86
87
88

Francis Lawrence, I am Legend (film), Warner Bros, 2007, originally 1954 novel by Richard Matheson.
Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower, Four Walls Eight Windows, New York, 1993, p 141.
Stewart, Earth Abides, p 261.
Ibid, Pt III at 291ff.
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and foraging both within the wild and among the leavings of modernity; a bricolage or middlelandscape state reflected in their clothing of jeans and animal skins.89
The true utopian guides to Stewart’s post-apocalyptic world are Ish’s descendants, who by the
end of the novel have established a ritualised, mythic culture. Ish is very elderly when he finally
takes up his own role of the visitor/questioner who does not know the world. In the final
pages, Ish acknowledges that he has not understood the community he founded, but that this is
no longer important since it is not “his”, but belongs to the earth itself:
Then, though his sight was now very dim, he looked again at the young men. ‘They will
commit me to the earth,’ he thought. ‘Yet I also commit them to the earth. There is nothing
else by which men live. Men go and come, but earth abides.’ 90

In Jean Hegland’s Into the Forest, modernity comes to an end off-stage, slowly, unseen, augured
by rumours of war, disaster, disease and environmental devastation. The protagonists, Nell and
her sister Eva, wait in vain for the power to come back on and the supermarket shelves to fill
again. They are two young women living alone after their parents’ deaths in a house on the
edge of the Californian redwood forest, thirty-two miles from the nearest town. A year after all
supplies run out, they are still waiting and hoping. When Nell’s friend and lover Eli arrives,
with a dream that they could go to Boston, rumoured to be rebuilding, there is a surge of
rekindled hope for a restored modernity of electricity, petrol and shopping:
I imagined Boston, ablaze with lights. I imagined grocery stores and gas stations, museums and
malls, restaurants and arcades and theaters. I thought of what it would feel like to quit
hoarding and cowering and grieving, and for the first time in my life I wept for joy. 91

In the end, neither sister goes to Boston. They keep waiting for those lights. It is not until they
descend into an underworld 92 of misery that their understanding starts to shift. At this pivotal
point, Nell chances on the first of a series of teaching-stories, transmitted to her in books but
almost as if by the Native Americans. The (true) story of the “Lone Woman of San Barbara”,
stranded alone on an island for eighteen years, breaks down Nell’s defences, helps her see that
she has not faced the truth: there will be no sudden return of electricity or restoration of the
old order:

89
90
91
92

Cogell, “The Middle-Landscape Myth in Science Fiction”.
Stewart, Earth Abides, p 316.
Hegland, Into the Forest, p 125.
Part of Campbell’s hero’s journey is a descent into the underworld: Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand
Faces, HarperCollinsPublishers (Fontana Press edition), London, 1993 (originally 1948).
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And so the inexorable order of the encyclopedia speaks to my life yet again, this time making
me face the worst truth of all: There will be no rescue. 93

The realisation that they must make their own future helps the sisters return to the tasks of
staying alive – tending their garden, coping with Eva’s pregnancy. To this point, the work
seems a Robinsonade, a post-apocalyptic cabin survival story. The house has a strong presence
in the novel, and is packed with useful books, seeds and tools. It is an ark of modernity with
which Nell and Eva can survive the crisis. The success of their garden and bottled preserves
(very different to Ish’s failed garden in Earth Abides), the birth of a child and the discovery of a
tin of unused petrol in the shed, all seem to point towards a next logical step where the small
group of two young women and child might join together with other small groups to form a
new community. But they don’t. They burn the house down with the gasoline and retreat into
the redwood forest.
There have been many pointers along the way to this other, primal, possibility. The sisters have
long had a special place, a grove with an ancient hollow tree. Indigenous knowledge has been
woven through the narrative, based on stories found in books. The forest has gradually
revealed how it could sustain life, as Nell and Eva learn to harvest medicinal plants, herbs and
acorns for grain. Nell has been in increasing communion with the forest-as-presence in the
form of a mystic female bear, appearing first in dreams and then in encounter and ritual.
All along there were dual possibilities, a resolution to an agricultural subsistence community or
a resolution to a primal utopia. For readers for whom the forest was just a backdrop and the
bear was just a projection of human anxieties, the primal ending seemed sudden and
inexplicable. However, for those attuned to the sister’s gradual and deepening awareness of the
other-than-human, the rejoining of the human with forest/earth did not appear a disjunction.
The first group of readers and reviewers found the primal turn in the novel unsatisfying, and
the second persuasive and powerful. Curtis, for example, describes three possible responses to
the post-apocalyptic task of “starting over”. In the modern response, groups come together
and build a renegotiated community based on utopian imaginings, effectively drawing up a new
social contract. This modern response focuses on desirability of conditions. A pre-modern
response assumes immutability of conditions and, finally a post-modern response assumes
uncertainty of deliberations. 94 The trajectory of Hegland’s work disconcerts Curtis because it
contains an unexpected shift from a modern to a pre-modern response to catastrophe. She
mourns the loss of the potential social contract from Into the Forest and, like some other readers,
finds that the “rejection of civil society is less than compelling”: 95

93 Hegland, Into the Forest, p 148.
94 Curtis, Postapocalyptic Fiction and the Social Contract: “We’ll Not Go Home Again”, p 2.
95 Ibid, p 110.
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I see little cause for celebration when Nell and Eva and Burl move into the [giant redwood]
stump … Maybe we do not become more full human beings by entering into the social
contract. Maybe we do not gain moral liberty by learning to live under laws that we give to
ourselves. But we do gain something. To live as hermits, hidden away in the forest, eating
acorns and berries is as potentially humanity ending as having everyone simply take their
suicide pills as in On the Beach. 96

Curtis’s perspective focuses on the human social and, admittedly, the novel offers only a sparse
vision of community. The possible return of Nell’s lover Eli and the presence of Eva’s baby
Burl barely adumbrate a possible future society. Instead, the novel swings towards the richer
aspects of the forest, such as the figure of the bear as mediator, the recovery of place and ritual.
These aspects are not discussed by Curtis. However, social activist Tim Nonn in reviewing this
work foregrounded aspects where the forest is a potent, communicative presence, not a
backdrop, not a place to be “hidden away”, but offering new possibilities for situating the
human:
Hegland’s elegant prose mirrors the wild beauty of the forest that Eva and Nell eventually
begin to explore and achieve intimacy with. … It’s a world where the former antagonism
between humankind and nature has vanished. In a sense, nature wins with the collapse of
civilization; but humankind rather than losing is transformed into a different sort of being, a
being that is capable of loving itself within nature and not apart from it. This is a profoundly
inspiring message. 97

By taking this turn, Into the Forest suggests very strongly that the path from the past into future
is one where the other-than-human and human might need to be in communication. Hegland
herself implies this was her intent:
Perhaps one of the reasons I wrote Into the Forest was to attempt to understand was what might
it be like for the spirits to start speaking again, what it would mean—in a metaphorical sense,
at least—if we were to once more hear the voices of the old powers coming up from the
land. 98

96 Ibid, p 115.
97 Tim Nonn, “A Voice of Hope Crying in the Wilderness”, Petaluma360 Blogs: Book Case, 2010,
http://bookcase.blogs.petaluma360.com/10515/a-voice-of-hope-crying-in-the-wilderness/.
98 Jean Hegland, “Learning to Listen to the Land”, Jean Hegland web site, originally c May 1997.
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The primal utopia and the post-apocalyptic
The trajectory taken by both texts is from modernity to a pre-modern, primal world. Each
begins with an off-stage catastrophe. In each, the protagonists constantly reference what has
been lost, eulogising modernity and longing for its return. Nell and Eva hope the people in
cities will restore power and the internet and shopping and college, and Ish had hoped that he
and others could preserve knowledge and in time rebuild. 99
However, the final act of both works turns to the primal. Nell and Eva renounce the decaying
house, and choose to place themselves inside the forest for sustenance. Ish’s descendants reject
his attempts at restoration and instead direct their creative efforts into tools and techniques for
hunting and gathering, a choice which Ish in time accepts. In each work, a longing for electric
light and restored modernity is finally relinquished.
This choice of the primal is not made out of survivalist necessity. In both texts, civil society
might gradually be restored, but an ideal primal world is instead deliberately chosen by the
community. Each group rejects teleological time in favour of Curtis’s immutability of
conditions. Kerridge reads Into the Forest as suggesting modernity and ecological values are
fundamentally incompatible:
The sisters’ final disappearance into the forest represents the transition Western society might
make in the aftermath of an ecological collapse so total as to preclude any continuance of
industrial capitalism. Nell and Eva stand for a society making an unprecedented reversion to
the pre-industrial: a renunciation of culture and modernity in favour of nature and primitivism.
The novel’s environmentalism is of a kind that recognizes no possibility of compromise or
dialogue between environmental values and those of modernity. 100

Earth Abides is more subtle in that the main protagonist does not so much reject modernity as
relinquish the future of the world to others who do. However, the second, super-omniscient
narrator (in the italicised passages) suggests that excessive human population growth is leading
inevitably to our failure as a species (a concern of the Cold War era). A comparison is made
between unchecked population growth leading to the extinction of “Captain Maclear’s rat”, and
the plague which depopulated humanity. 101 The implication is that modernity itself is terminal.
Does such a claim contradict Kermode’s interpretation of the apocalyptic? Kermode argued
that the apocalyptic has been an enduring mode for centuries, from eschatological forecasts
based on the Book of Revelations, to end of empires and fears of nuclear war.102 He quotes

99
100
101
102

Stewart, Earth Abides, p 142.
Kerridge, “Narratives of Resignation: Environmentalism in Recent Fiction”, p 96
Stewart, Earth Abides, p 16.
Kermode, The Sense of An Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction with a New Epilogue, p 7ff.
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Wallace Stevens, who quipped “the imagination is always at the end of an era”. 103 For
Kermode, an ever-imminent and immanent apocalypse arises from the human need to give
meaning to an individual cycle of life and death by transposing it onto history, so that the
“great majority of interpretations of Apocalypse assume that the End is pretty near”. 104 He
argued that the fear of the atom bomb was merely the latest version seized upon by the creative
or fearful mind. 105
Decades after that particular threat emerged, some might say he was right. But those that study
nuclear proliferation have the Doomsday Clock creeping even closer to the nuclear hour. 106
And scientifically, there is a further problem. Kermode’s theory of endless disconfirmation and
postponement of the apocalyptic moment is not provable by repetition; it is only disprovable if
the apocalypse actually does occur. In other words, it is predictive only until that precise
moment when it is not. Kermode is not offering a science, but a history. Science itself is now
telling us stories that are indeed apocalyptic, namely climate change, keystone species loss, and
the impact of human expansion on earth’s capacity to sustain life, including our own. As Cogell
points out:
Man’s ability to imagine a planetary catastrophe is nothing new, but his ability to do it is a
recent accomplishment. 107

This leads us to another characteristic of post-apocalyptic primal utopias, and one of the ways
in which they are fundamentally different from most other utopias. It is simply this: a (textual)
journey to this form of primal utopia is not a There and Back Again adventure. 108 Strangers may
be assisted by utopian guides, as in other utopias, but they will not, or will not for long, remain
detached and observing. They will not wake up or return to their own time at the end of the
novel. Sooner or later, each realises the truth that there is no return. They are not in fact
visitors, but new arrivals, the inhabitants of a different world. Their post-terminus world of
modernity has utterly disappeared or is finally unreachable:
… the apocalyptic allows for no return from the other world to our own, and therefore no
mediation between the two. 109

103
104
105
106

Ibid, p 31.
Ibid, pp 5, 8, 31.
Ibid, p 95.
The Doomsday Clock, maintained by the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists since 1947, was set to five minutes to
midnight in 2012, one minute closer than 2010. This is better than in 1953 when nuclear buildup and testing by
the US and the Soviets saw the hands stand at two minutes to midnight, but is hardly grounds for believing the
threat has passed: see http://www.thebulletin.org/content/doomsday-clock/timeline.
107 Cogell, “The Middle-Landscape Myth in Science Fiction”, p 134.
108 Subtitle of J R R Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937).
109 Kerridge, “Narratives of Resignation: Environmentalism in Recent Fiction”, p 97.
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The trans-apocalyptic and the primal utopia: genre
slippage or shift in consciousness?
The Word for World is Forest and Avatar also deal with apocalyptic themes and primal utopias, but
very differently from the post-apocalyptic. These might rather be termed “trans-apocalyptic” or
“trans-terminus” accounts. They begin with an unfolding apocalyptic force, which appears to
be inexorable and cannot (within the scenario outlined in the narrative) plausibly be prevented;
yet within the narrative the apocalyptic destruction is nevertheless prevented. A utopian
impulse persists, and finally ruptures the dystopic frame which makes terminus inevitable. This
allows an alternative to appear, and the primal utopia to be preserved. These works are
therefore “critical dystopias”, as described by Baccolini and Moylan. 110

The narratives
The similar narrative structures of The Word for World is Forest and Avatar were noticed by
reviewers immediately following Avatar’s release.

111

In each, an expedition from Terra has

arrived on a planet which is inhabited by Indigenous humanoid forest-dwellers, and the
Terrans have begun extraction of resources. In these futures, Earth has already been totally
denuded of forest, but the leaders of the colonies are depicted as willing to deforest this new
planet for profit; and destroy much life in the process. 112 In The Word for World is Forest, even
genocide is contemplated:
Davidson: “If that fart Lyubov wasn’t around and the Colonel wasn’t so stuck on following the
Code, I think we might just clean out the areas we settle, instead of this Voluntary Labor
routine. They’re [Indigenous Athsheans] going to get rubbed out sooner or later, and it might
as well be sooner. It’s just how things happen to be. Primitive races always have to give way to
civilised ones. Or be assimilated. But we sure as hell can’t assimilate a lot of green monkeys.” 113

The miners in Avatar are similarly willing to destroy the huge, sentient trees and the Indigenous
Na’vi people. 114 In both cases the Terran loggers or miners use a “barbarising primitive”
projection to represent the forest as valueless and to objectify Indigenous people based on their
way of life and their lack of modern technologies. This justifies treating both instrumentally, as
either commodities (slaves/timber) or as without value. Although these futuristic fictions are
about far-flung planets, references to Conquistadors in Le Guin 115 and Cameron’s remarks

110 Baccolini and Moylan, “Introduction: Dystopia and Histories”, pp 7-8.
111 Beginning within days of release by Gary Westfahl, “All Energy Is Borrowed: A Review of Avatar”, LOCUS
online, Oakland (CA), 20 December 2009.
112 Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 9-10, 18-19, 53.
113 Ibid, p 19.
114 Cameron, Avatar, at 47 mins.
115 Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 12, 15.
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about Avatar in an interview with Hiscock (2009), clearly establish that these fictions have
something to say about the ongoing impact of colonisation on Earth and its Indigenous
peoples:
“We’re telling the story of what happens when a technologically superior culture comes into a
place with a technologically inferior indigenous culture and there are resources there that they
want,” said Cameron. “It never ends well.” 116

Another pointer is that in neither case are the native inhabitants alien. They are very much
human. Even allowing for the paradox inherent in trying to represent the alien, neither fiction
pushes very far in this direction. The Na’vi in Avatar are blue-skinned hunters whose culture
bears a close resemblance to representations of various Indigenous peoples of the Americas.
They ride on horse-like animals, shout war-whoops familiar from movie Westerns and hunt in
a jungle evocative of the Amazon rainforest. Elements which appear alien, such as the braids
that can be plugged into those of other species, are largely cosmetic or biological analogues of
known tools/technologies (mind control through braids replaces reins). The Athsheans in The
Word for World is Forest are green-skinned but are explicitly stated to be one of a number of
races of humans, sharing a line of descent with the Terrans from the Hainish in Le Guin’s
cosmology. 117 Their waking visions may seem alien, but the Terran Lyubov is taught to enter
the necessary alpha-rhythm state “in one half-hour lesson”, suggesting a practice within reach
of all humans. 118 In both Avatar and The Word for World is Forest, the native inhabitants may be
other – highly exotic, blue or green-skinned, larger or smaller than Terrans – but are hardly alien.
Both narratives speak to the impact of colonisation and high-impact extraction on a primal
human other and a primal forest. Both worlds depict Indigenous communities sustained by
hunting (primarily) and gathering. Although settled, their habitations are located deep inside the
forest, blending in as much as possible, with no deliberate clearing and no agriculture. Their
way of life and the forests are both idealised. The works therefore fall within our definition of
“primal utopia”. The Na’vi of Pandora are idealised for their holism and, by Jake the young
male Terran protagonist and utopian visitor, for their physical prowess. The guide Neytiri in
Avatar finds him an apt student of hunting and physical arts, but his education in holism takes
longer and is never fully achieved. His rapport and empathy with the other-than-human never
approaches Neytiri’s. Her relationship to the horse and dragon-like beasts she rides and the
animals she encounters is always communicative, whereas Jake’s remains instrumental. 119
Neytiri succeeds in her teaching sufficiently however for Jake to start to respect the philosophy
of the communities of Pandora and to play his part in their protection:
116
117
118
119

John Hiscock, “James Cameron Interview for Avatar”, The Telegraph, London, 3 December 2009.
Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 74-75.
Ibid, p 62.
Cameron, Avatar, at 59 mins.
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Jake: “I’m trying to understand the deep connection the People have to the forest. She
[Neytiri] talks about a network of energy that flows through all living things. She says, ‘All
energy is only borrowed, and one day you have to give it back.’” 120

The Athsheans in The Word for World is Forest are idealised for their social coherence and sanity,
as opposed to the madness of the Terrans 121 (the Na’vi in Avatar also refer to Jake’s “insanity”
as needing to be cured) and for their integration into the forest community:
If you looked closely among the live-oaks and other trees you would find houseroofs sticking
up a couple of feet above ground … The forest and the community of eight hundred people
[of one town] went about their business all around the birch grove where Ebor Dendep sat
making a basket of fern. A bird among the branches over her head said, “Te-whet,” sweetly …
Yet the voices calling here and there and the babble of women bathing or children playing
down by the stream, were not so loud as the morning birdsong and insect-drone and undernoise of the living forest of which the town was one element. 122

The activities and aims of the colonising expedition are, in both cases, almost entirely focussed
around extraction for profit, although a few colonists also have scientific goals. In Avatar the
colonists are mining unobtainium, in The Word for World is Forest their harvest is timber. In both,
the colonists are protected by a “shock and awe” level of military fire-power. They use heavy
machinery to clear-fell, employ advanced weaponry against any resistance, and destroy
ecological communities (including humans) with a discourse of necessity and inevitability that
sets aside their few scruples. This process is shown as beginning to unfold across the planet
inexorably on a catastrophic scale.
Each text has four main protagonists: the forest/ecological community; a Terran who is the
utopian visitor; an Indigenous utopian guide; and a Terran who represents the evils of
oppressive colonisation. The Terran visitors are both outsiders attached to the scientific part of
the colony who come to see that forest life offers a far more harmonious and ideal way of life
than that of industrialised society. Jake Sully in Avatar enters the forest through a vat-grown
Na’vi body, or “avatar”, and Raj Lyubov in The Word for World is Forest enters as an
anthropologist. The utopian guides, Neytiri in Avatar and Selver in Word, both turn away from
their visitor/friend when conflict between the Terran and Indigenous peoples escalates. 123 The
military-industrial complex in both works is personified by a hyper-masculine, aggressive
military commander, metonymically represented as both ruthless and mad, Colonel Quaritch in
Avatar and Captain Davidson in The Word for World is Forest.

120
121
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Ibid, at 1 hr 1 min.
Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 142, 153, 154.
Ibid, pp 48-49.
Ibid, p 111.
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Although the main plot lines of the two fictions are very similar, the individual relationships
and sub-plots are quite different. In Avatar, the Terran colonists attempt to start a school and
make a half-hearted attempt to provide medicines and benefits to the Na’vi; in Word the
Athsheans are enslaved. In Avatar, Neytiri teaches Jake the way of life of her people through
hunting, riding, language and observing the forest, and she and Jake fall in love; in Word Selver
and Lyubov teach each other their languages and concepts, and become friends. 124 In Avatar,
Jake tries to lead the resistance of the Na’vi; in Word Lyubov assists the uprising of the
Athsheans by inaction rather than action (not giving warning). 125 In Avatar, Jake is one of
several Terrans who cross to the Indigenous side of the conflict; in Word, Lyubov is alone and
isolated, although he has a sympathetic audience in several non-Terran human visitors to the
planet. 126 In Avatar, Jake becomes fully Na’vi and remains behind when the colonisers leave; in
Word, Lyubov is killed by falling building rubble on the night of the uprising. 127 In Avatar, the
final confrontation is mainly between the Terran visitor Jake and the military commander
(although Neytiri enters the battle towards the end and strikes the decisive blow); in Word it is
between the Athshean Selver and the military commander. 128

The primal utopia and the trans-apocalyptic
Both texts trace the impact of resource-hungry industrial capitalism and how mass extraction
and associated land clearing lead to an inevitable loss of Indigenous ways of life as well as the
loss of large swathes of a planetary ecosystem and other-than-human communities. They depict
catastrophes similar to those which are being or have been enacted in Australia, the Americas
and South-East Asia, and other places where destruction of forests and displacement of
Indigenous peoples is practised for corporate gain. This is an apocalyptic unfolding – which, as
Cameron says, “never ends well” – and yet in each work, the impossible occurs: hitherto
unknown aspects of the planet/people emerge, to win a battle against the invaders,
symbolically defeating colonisation, industrialisation and modernity itself. These narratives are
trans-apocalyptic because they tell a now-familiar story of catastrophe and yet, within the
narrative, the apocalyptic trajectory is not completed but avoided and transcended.
To do so, the trajectory taken by both texts is not merely from modernity to pre-modernity,
but from science fiction to fantasy (which term is not used here as a pejorative but as a generic
descriptor). Although the fantasy interludes in Into the Forest offer a responsive repositioning of
the human within nature and the plot turns on mythopoetic communication with the forest, an
entire world is not saved thereby. Earth Abides requires no fantasy and only a little mythopoiesis
124
125
126
127
128

Ibid, pp 120-121.
Ibid, p 125.
Ibid, pp 63ff, 118-120.
Ibid, p 127.
Ibid, pp 178-181.
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for its primal utopian outcome. In the two trans-apocalyptic works, however, both
mythopoiesis and fantasy are worked much harder. Without these, the plot cannot turn, as it
does, in favour of the Indigenous people and the survival of the trees and forest against vastly
more powerful technologies and weapons. The colonialist intent to destroy the forests for
profit would simply succeed.
Using almost any definition which differentiates science fiction from fantasy, 129 Avatar is at a
minimum a science fiction work with fantasy elements. Under some broader definitions of
fantasy, for example those based on the creation of wondrous other-worlds or which place
fantasy within the romance tradition, most of Avatar’s Pandora sequences – with their detailed
dream landscapes, mood of wonder, evocation of the transcendent and enactment of hero
myths – could be considered fantasy, whilst the scenes related to future Earth or the mining
colony and its technologies would be located within science fiction. Under narrower
definitions, fantasy is aligned to the magical, the “impossible impossible” or the mystical
transcendent, as opposed to science fiction which is impossible in the known world but which
aligns itself to scientific rationalism and typically offers an explanatory gloss of events so they
may can be claimed as plausibly occurring at some future time or yet-unknown place. Such a
distinction has been made within fantasy and science fiction criticism alike, from Irwin (1976)
to Jameson (2007). 130 Under this schema, Pandora is a perfectly plausible science-fiction and
very few of its marvellous elements need be considered fantasy. While the realities of life on
Pandora include flying on the back of winged horses/dragons and communication with dead
ancestors through the Soul Tree, these are given a technical or scientific gloss (making the
bond through a physical connection using shahaylu; trees forming a downloadable data network
through fibre connections). Interpreted this way, 131 Avatar has perhaps only three fantasy
sequences: the film’s opening, where Jake dreams of flying over Pandora before he even leaves
Earth; the seeds of Eywa (“their Goddess, made up of all living things”) 132 settling on Jake to
mark him as special to the planet/Goddess; and the final battle when Eywa sends the various
beasts of Pandora to fight against the colonists.
129 As against situating one within the other.
130 See, for example, Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 63;
Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre, Yale University Press,
New Haven and London, 1979, p 8; Robert M Philmus, Visions and Re-Visions: (Re)constructing Science Fiction,
Liverpool University Press, Liverpool, 2005, p 303; Darko Suvin, Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science
Fiction and Political Epistemology Peter Lang / Ralahine, Bern, 2010, p 70; Milner, Locating Science Fiction, p 89; M B
Tymn, K J Zahorski, and R H Boyer, Fantasy Literature: An Historical Survey and Critical Guide to the Best of
Fantasy, R R Bowker Company, New York, 1979, pp 4-5; W R Irwin, The Game of the Impossible: A Rhetoric of
Fantasy, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, 1976, pp 96-97; Swinfen, In Defence of Fantasy: A Study of the Genre
in English and American Literature since 1945, p 5.
131 There are many ways of defining fantasy, which would place more or less of Avatar within the fantasy genre.
For example, if fantasy were defined as “wonder” related to the “unexplained impossible” (Manlove, 1982, p
22) then the floating mountains would fall within fantasy but not the Soul Tree.
132 Cameron, Avatar, at 49 mins.
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The apocalyptic plot line dominates most of Avatar. Terran miners are destroying forests in
pursuit of “unobtainium” minerals, and gradually approaching a deadline to fell the giant Home
Tree of the Omaticaya clan. Despite the protagonists having three months to prevent this, they
fail; the giant tree is felled with many Indigenous people still inside. This is a local catastrophe
rather than an apocalypse, but a subsequent bombing of the Soul Tree is planned by the
colonists, which would indeed be a planetary apocalypse, since here resides the planetary
consciousness Eywa as well as the ancestral memory of all clans. The protagonists organise
themselves and others to fight against this, but their bows and arrows inevitably lose against
guns and bombs. Defeat and devastation are now inevitable. And then comes the transapocalyptic moment: Eywa sends in the animal inhabitants of the forest, a nice array of
fearsome beasts who overwhelm the soldiers and managers of the military-industrial
complex. 133 Those left alive are rounded up and expelled from the planet.
Even within a world infused with transcendental understanding, this turn in the plot is given a
strong fantasy marker. The charging animals are not connected by cable to the planetary
network, and the scientific gloss earlier in the film applied only to plants (connected through
roots) and humans (connected through the shahaylu bond). Reality as understood on Pandora
and explained by Jake’s guide Neytiri does not include the possibility of Eywa sending in
animal troops: 134
Jake: “Probably just talkin’ to a tree right now. But if you’re there, I need to give you a heads
up. If Grace is with you, look into her memories. See the world we come from. There’s no
green there. They killed their mother. And they’re gonna do the same here. …. Look, you
chose me for something. I will stand and fight. You know I will. But I need a little help here.”
Neytiri: “Our Great Mother does not take sides, Jake. She protects only the balance of life.”
Jake: “It was worth a try.” 135

The ending is thus only possible by recourse to the impossible; science fiction has shifted to
fantasy (or fantasy has intensified, depending on the definition used), the apocalyptic is
prevented and the trans-apocalyptic is achieved.

133 To confirm this explanation of the appearance of charging beasts in a save-the-planet reversal, Neytiri exclaims
“Eywa has heard you!”: ibid, at 2 hrs 15 mins.
134 Rabkin, for example, associates the fantastic with the astonishment that occurs when a narrative’s own ground
rules are broken, and fantasy as the genre which foregrounds this: Rabkin, 1976, p 41
135 Cameron, Avatar, at 2 hrs 3 mins.
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The Word for World is Forest is set on the planet Athshe and depicts humans and species of
animals and trees similar to those of Earth, a similarity explained by reference to a common
history of Hainish settlement. 136 As in Avatar, each village has a spiritual leader as well a
political leader and these are separate, gendered, functions; clan heads are female and clan
shamans male in Word (the reverse is true in Avatar). 137 Hunting is done by both women and
men, as in Avatar. 138 The organisational structure in Word is a network of independent towns,
joined by intermarriage and sharing a common spirituality, leadership structure and ethos. 139
While there is superficial diversity of practices between regions there is little divergence on
fundamental socio-political questions. Athshe has many similarities to the communalist utopia
described in the following chapter, as well as being a primal utopia.
The apocalyptic trajectory of The Word for World is Forest is mass deforestation. The Terrans
begin to “cut down the world” for timber, which is “more prized on Earth than gold”, 140
completely removing the forest, which will cause mass species loss and possibly lead to the
genocide of the Athshean people. 141 Once again, this work can be read as an apocalyptic
unfolding which, within any realistic framework, is unstoppable. The Athsheans cannot hope
to stop the inexorable force of exploitative colonisation. They have a decentralised society,
almost no organisation beyond the town, no knowledge of warfare, their only weapons are
hunting spears, bows and arrows and knives, and their relative helplessness in the face of
modern weaponry and technology is established early in the novel by the ease with which they
have been captured and enslaved. 142
The frame of the novel is science fiction, not fantasy, but the Athshean dreaming abilities
intermix fantasy and science fiction in complex fashion. Their ability to achieve a wakingdream state and use insights from this practice to achieve psychological understanding is
explainable scientifically and the alpha-rhythms of waking dreams are observable on Terran
instruments.143 Although an unfamiliar practice, the science fiction frame is able to encompass
these waking dreams along with the dreamer adepts or “Great Dreamers”.144 To the extent that
Athsheans can control dreams, understand their meaning and use this to mediate their anger
and other emotions, to achieve a high level of stability and sanity, the novel is not fantasy. Nor
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Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, pp 14, 74-75.
Ibid, pp 44-46.
Ibid, p 45.
Ibid.
Ibid, pp 13-14, 38.
Ibid, pp 82-86.
Ibid, pp 16-19, 72, 130, 150-151.
Ibid, p 62.
Ibid, pp 36-44.
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is the idea of a “god” necessarily fantasy – a living Athshean who brings a new idea from
“dream-time” to “world-time” – rather, it is a linguistic twist. 145
The fantasy elements appear in the narrative when and only when necessary to reverse the
progress of the apocalypse. Fantasy appears at several plot points crucial to this route: when
dreaming adept Coro Mena remembers seeing Selver in a dream, even though they have not
met in “world-time”; 146 when he enters a dream to understand his fear but sees events actually
occurring and is able to observe the Terrans and their machines felling trees; 147 when he sees in
dream young trees springing up and knows this means Selver will restore their world; 148 and,
arguably, when, in a decentralised society everyone accepts Selver’s status as a god and people
from all villages see he should be followed even before they understand the concept of an
uprising. These strategies of fantasy are needed to obtain the willingness of the Athsheans to
believe Selver, to unite, carry out an uprising and plausibly succeed against the Terran invaders.
Clifford points to another impossibility, which we might also see as a fantasy – that the empire
will see that things are going poorly for the Indigenous people, and the colonists will be asked
to leave:
Separation, being left alone forever, free of violent and loving entanglements with others, is a
questionable and probably impossible outcome. 149

This principled separation idea is based on a convention of science-fiction where alien life,
unlike either human or non-human others on earth, will be treated by a binding, carefully
designed code of ethics (truly, an ennobling fantasy of the genre itself).
Science fiction and fantasy conjoin to achieve the trans-apocalyptic in both novels. Perhaps this
is a strange, disjunctive pairing. However, this interpretation is only possible if the relation
between science fiction and fantasy is cast as a dualism. Miéville and Milner have both
questioned the convention whereby SF and fantasy are placed in opposition based on their
differing relation to cognitive estrangement/impossibility (scientific vs magical). They argue
that the generic relationship is not oppositional, as is often claimed, but rather that fantasy and
science fiction are “distinct but cognate” non-realist genres (Milner) or distinct but increasingly
blurred genres of cognitively estranged alterity (Miéville). 150 Multiple types of cognitive
estrangement/impossibility do indeed appear to be seamlessly interwoven in these two trans-
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Ibid, pp 43, 121-122.
Ibid, p 58.
Ibid, p 36.
Ibid, p 58.
Clifford, “Response to Orin Starn: ‘Here Come the Anthros (Again): The Strange Marriage of Anthropology
and Native America’”, p 224.
150 Milner, Locating Science Fiction, pp 101-107; Miéville, “Afterword: Cognition as Ideology: A Dialectic of SF
Theory”.
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apocalyptic fictions, supporting this argument. On the other hand, the shift to fantastic
impossibility did create generic discomfort for some viewers of Avatar. Soon after its release,
bloggers started discussing alternative endings. While many were happy with the film’s ending,
others suggested that a tragic ending would have been more realistic and powerful. To those
more orientated to a rationalist frame, the fantasy ending appeared implausible and thus
unsatisfactory, pointing to a lack of successful integration of science fiction and fantasy for at
least a portion of the audience. 151
It is not necessary to resolve this debate. Instead, we might simply note the movement from
science fiction to fantasy in these works. They present scenarios whereby scientific rationalism
appears unable to avert the apocalypse (a realistic enough scenario) and the only possibility
available to restore a future is one emerging from a transcendent, non-realist realm. Jameson
has famously quoted that “it is it is easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the
end of capitalism”, referring to a dwindling of utopian imaginings which suggest an alternative.
Recourse to the transcendent or mystical is one possible response, albeit one that lies outside
the historicism Jameson believes is needed. 152

Not modernity: beyond the apocalypse
In Earth Abides and Into The Forest an apocalypse is survived, and communities choose to
establish a primal utopia rather than re-establish a eulogised but ultimately rejected modernity.
In Avatar and Word an apocalypse is averted by recourse to fantasy elements that shift the
narrative towards the mystical and transcendent, and a primal utopia is restored by defeating
the colonising, destructive force of modern resource extraction.
All these works have interesting aspects which lie beyond a discussion of primal utopias. The
political use of fantasy, for example – discussed in the previous chapter – has been an area of
contention in the critical reception of Avatar. Simultaneously embodying hope (a way through)
and, on some readings, a denial of hope (if Pandora is not really possible, where does that really
leave us?), reader/viewer responses to Avatar in reviews and essays have varied from ecstatic to
condemnatory, with many sceptical that its message will be effective:
And if the only alternatives are capitalism or going back to nature (the movie offers no other
option), doesn’t that really guarantee that most people will only become jaded and cynical with

151 Some forums on this topic have now disappeared, however, a web search for “cameron avatar alternate
ending” still returns thousands of results.
152 Fredric Jameson, “Future City”, New Left Review, 2003, vol 21, p 76.
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capitalism—or even enjoy watching films critical of particular capitalist values—but never
really move to a collective attempt to transform it? 153

We could comment that again there is very little in the way of tangible evidence of the impact
of speculative fiction on readers/viewers which might inform these debates, and such an issue
pertains more generally to allegorical fantasy and science fiction, and indeed to much of
literature and art.
The issue of the use of violence is also raised by both Avatar and The Word for World is Forest,
with some reviewers interpreting Avatar in particular as a revenge fantasy.154 This question
more properly belongs to popular culture in general, as its heroic redemptive violence is very
familiar from many genres in contemporary fiction, both realistic and fantastic. Indeed within
the terminus era heroic redemptive violence has almost become the mode of choice (whereas
in previous eras a redemptive cast was merely a narrative possibility which did not have to
accompany all heroic violence).
The Western white-male-hero-as-saviour figure of Avatar has been savagely critiqued. Even
though Neytiri saves the day far more often than Jake (she saves his life six times including in
the denouement), and Eywa wins the main battle, the Western hero element is foregrounded.
However, this is also a broader question, more properly belonging to the discussion of the
romance mode in Western texts.
Avatar, of course, also possesses the concealed technology of much fantasy fiction, as when the
Na’vi upload and download memories and fly banshees by mind control, all of which occurs
even as technology and machines are associated with evil forces. This is a double movement
familiar from Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and many other fantasy texts.
By setting aside these debates despite their prevalence in the critical reception, we can free up a
space to look beyond the motifs and conventions loaned to primal utopian works by their
parent genres and modes, whether fantasy, science fiction, romance or redemptive violence. I
will also try to look beyond concepts implicit in the primal utopia, such as hunting and
gathering, and beyond elements inherited from its previous cultural iterations, such as the white
god trope which makes such an unfortunate appearance in Avatar. 155 Rather, this section will
try to bring into view aspects relating to the re-emergence of primal utopias in terminus era
texts as they speak to and of this stage of modernity.

153 Sam Gindin, “Avatar: Politics Made Easy - Too Easy”, Canadian Dimension, 2010, vol 44, no 2,
http://canadiandimension.com/articles/2816/.
154 John Rieder, “Race and Revenge Fantasies in Avatar, District 9 and Inglourious Bastards”, Science Fiction Film
and Television, 2011, vol 4, no 1.
155 David Brooks, “The Messiah Complex”, New York Times, New York, 7 October 2010.
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The grove: a special place to enter the forest
The sacred tree, and the grove as a representation of the sacred, have a long history and have
appeared in “almost every culture and religion where trees were capable of growing”. 156 Groves
in Western culture have been dwelling-places of gods and goddesses and sacred places in both
early Germanic and classical Grecian spiritual practices, as well as in “Europe’s barbaric
prehistory” and Druidism. 157 In Judaism and Christianity, groves have a more ambiguous
status. While appearing frequently in individual accounts as places to commune with God, to
orthodox theologians they may be associated with vestige pagan rituals or powers, and so may
be destroyed (famously, St Boniface’s efforts in the early Middle Ages; and Moses “ye shall …
burn their groves with fire”). 158 This history suggests that groves possess many latent
possibilities, including direct communion with the sacred, reinvigoration of a pantheistic or
polytheistic tradition, and as foci for conflict occurring between spiritualities based on local
habitation (human and otherwise; corporeal or otherwise) and colonising monotheisms on the
one hand, and between individual spiritual practices/values and the abstracted aims of church
and society on the other.
Avatar and Into the Forest feature a grove as both the place of entry into the primal forest and the
place where the human and other-than-human begin to communicate. The grove of the
redwood stump is where the bear figure in Into the Forest, previously present in dreams,
manifests in material form and where the planet/goddess Eywa in Avatar communicates with
the human. In these groves, the Western modern consciousness of Jake, Nell and Eva is
redirected towards a re-spiritualised nature and ritual.
In Avatar and The Word for World is Forest the grove is also the dwelling place of Indigenous
communities and is not only damaged by industrialisation but also attacked with military force.
This suggests that the opposition between environment and modernity in these works
manifests the same incompatibility referred to by Kerridge in relation to Into the Forest. 159
Metzger suggests that the grove represents culture and spirit, so that an attack on a grove is
symbolic of what is lost in modernity:

156 Amots Dafni, “On the Typology and the Worship Status of Sacred Trees with a Special Reference to the
Middle East”, Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine, 2006, vol 2, no 26.
157 Robert Pogue Harrison, Forests: The Shadow of Civilization, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1993, pp 62,
178 (originally 1992).
158 Deuteronomy, 12:3.
159 Kerridge, “Narratives of Resignation: Environmentalism in Recent Fiction”, p 96
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The tree teaches us that the spiritual world and the material world are the same. … The tree
and the grove are not only important in themselves but in what they point toward, what they
stretch up toward, what they descend to, what they symbolize. When we cut down the literal
tree, when we cut down the essential oxygen in order to feed cattle for McDonald’s
hamburgers, we cut down everything, all of culture and all of spirit. 160

Accounts of groves as special places, and fights to save special stands of trees from
development are recurrent motifs in culture. The grove is a powerful symbol with which to
bring nature and modernity into opposition. It is a place of retreat and replenishment from
modernity, and as a holy place is additionally a place of spiritual reconnection. As a place
destroyed, the grove is where modernity reveals itself as the devastator of nature and spirit.

Indigenous knowledge of presence
If the grove is the physical bridge, then Indigenous teachings are the communicative bridge
with the forest. Avatar’s Neytiri teaches Jake not only how to survive, but also how to
understand the exchange of energy in the forest and how to listen and speak to the beings of
Pandora. Hegland’s characters, like Hegland herself, learn from the Indigenous Americans
through books which communicate knowledge both of edible plants and philosophy from the
Pomo people. In each case, the process of awakening to the world requires Indigenous
knowledge; without this, it is impossible to take the path through the grove and enter into the
forest in its communicative aspect. The need to awaken to the presence of World is above all
an environmental concern, which strengthens as the era clarifies its terminal aspect. Of the four
texts the most recent, Avatar, is the most urgent in its constant references to wakening to
World, depicted both visually (the film opens and closes with Jake’s eyes opening) and in
dialogue:
Grace: You need to wake up, Parker … The wealth of this world isn’t in the ground, it’s all
around us. The Na’vi know that and they are fighting to defend it. If you want to share this
world with them, you need to understand them. 161

Earth Abides was first published in 1949, close to the start of the terminus period, and its main
protagonist is concerned mainly with physical and social survival. In this text Indigenous
knowledge transmission is a single piece of technology, the bow and arrow, which Ish teaches
his descendants to ensure they have a path to a re-natured future once guns and scavenging are
no longer viable. 162 Ish’s proposed social structures are largely drawn from democratic
humanism, his reasoning from scientific rationalism. The former is adopted, but not the latter,

160 Deena Metzger, “Invoking the Grove”, in Healing the Wounds: The Promise of Ecofeminism, ed J Plant, New Society
Publishing, Philadelphia, 1989, p 122.
161 Cameron, Avatar, at 1 hr 29 mins.
162 Stewart, Earth Abides, pp 273-274, 279.
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and Ish’s descendants must themselves rediscover animism, myth and relationships with the
other-than-human for themselves as they enact their primal world.
Indigenous representation has its issues. Cameron’s work draws on stereotypical Hollywood
representations of Native Americans, with Pocahontas and whooping braves recognisable even
in their off-world guise, and has been castigated for transmitting colonialist myths:
However well-intentioned Cameron’s motives may have been, the Na’vi are portrayed as onedimensional, environmentalist, noble savage caricatures that ironically only serve to reveal the
continuous power of a colonialist mindset. 163

Yet the Indigenous reception of Avatar has been positive as often as not, and its efforts to
bring issues of destructive development to public attention appreciated by many Indigenous
reviewers and commentators. 164 It is interesting that the same material and motifs can produce
such a range of reactions. The scene of the colonists being marched to their spaceship, for
example, was seen as “contrived and dishonest” by one reviewer:
The movie supposedly ends in triumph, but there is something anticlimactic about it, with the
Earthlings sent packing like so many British colonialists after a particularly successful Boston
Tea Party. It all feels contrived and dishonest. And the heart of the dishonesty lies in the film’s
refusal to contemplate the possibility of waking up, of coming back from Faerieland. 165

This is a possible reading, no doubt, but may be contrasted with the interpretation of Native
American academic Julia Good Fox who, in a nuanced review which carefully separated the
stale Hollywood tropes of Avatar from its deeper themes, found the scene satisfying for its
turning back on the colonisers a strategy of forced marches used against her people:
one of the more satisfying moments in the film occurs in the aftermath of the battle between
the Na′vi and the RDA. There is a scene where the Indigenous People are overseeing the
forced departure of the RDA back to the headquarters of their heart of darkness; those in the
audience whose historical memory includes such forced marches most likely also grinned at
this image. This trail of the RDA walking away from Pandora was perhaps the most graphic
moment in the film. 166

163 Dominic Alessio, “Decolonising James Cameron’s Pandora: Imperial History and Science Fiction”, Journal of
Colonialism and Colonial History, 2012, vol 13, no 2.
164 Joni Adamson, “Indigenous Literatures, Multinaturalism, and Avatar: The Emergence of Indigenous
Cosmopolitics”, American Literary History, 2012, vol 24, no 1, p 2.
165 Andries Du Toit, “Leaving the World: Avatar”, asubtleknife blog, 2010, 10 January 2010,
http://asubtleknife.wordpress.com/2010/01/10/leaving-the-world-avatar/.
166 Julia Good Fox, “Avatars to the Left of Me, Pandora to the Right: An Indigenous Woman Considers James
Cameron’s Avatar”, GoodFox: Culture Politics Indian Country, 2010, 13 March 2013,
http://www.juliagoodfox.com/avatar/.
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Joni Adamson suggests that the alliance of Jake, Neytiri, Grace and Mo’at in Avatar is an
example of a “multinatural” alliance of interests and reflects a viable political strategy adopted
in many actual struggles. 167 Others suggest that the “ecological Indian” is a kind of deception, a
strategy for fictions seeking to absolve audience responsibility for ecological problems, offering
a white audience “narrative safety”. 168 Dave Itzkoff’s humourously titled “You Saw What in
‘Avatar’? Pass Those Glasses!” describes a number of contradictory readings, and suggests they
arise from the film’s allegorical structure.169
Hegland’s approach is more respectful and, by working with historical accounts, avoids
problems of appropriation and misrepresentation. However, the result is that her work has no
living Native American characters, so a space in the forest which might be occupied by an
Indigenous people has only Nell, Eva and Burl as the kernel of a new primal people. The issue
of Indigenous representation is avoided, but so are many of its possibilities.

Really there, or just pretending? Conveniences and inconveniences
The novels have their moments of danger and distress, essential to any narrative adventure.
However, scarcity, bodily discomfort or inconvenience are mainly presented symbolically and
have hidden utopian purposes. As discussed in Chapter 4, utopias of reinhabitation might
reverse a traditional utopian overcoming of scarcity, instead moving towards scarcity (while
offering other satisfactions). In the primal utopias, we would have to say that this also occurs,
but is repudiated. Instead, there is an assertion of plenty, and forest or landscape is represented
as bountiful, although effort is required (collecting and processing acorns, hunting). For Jake in
Avatar, the first experience of Pandora is biting into a luscious fruit, suggesting that there are
no shortages of food, no relinquishing of comforts or freedoms. Consumer goods are
positioned as irrelevant:
They’re not going to give up their home. They’re not going to make a deal. For what. for light
beer, for blue jeans? There’s nothing that we have that they want. 170

This is much as J C Davis describes it in his account of arcadia (within which he situates the
primal); the “scarcity gap” is addressed by evoking a bountiful, but not unlimited, nature, and
by moderating human desires.

167 Adamson, “Indigenous Literatures, Multinaturalism, and Avatar: The Emergence of Indigenous
Cosmopolitics”, pp 146, 154.
168 Annalee Newitz, “When Will White People Stop Making Movies Like ‘Avatar’?”, io9, 2009,
http://io9.com/5422666/when-will-white-people-stop-making-movies-like-avatar.
169 Dave Itzkoff, “You Saw What in ‘Avatar’? Pass Those Glasses!”, New York Times, New York, 20 January 2010.
170 Cameron, Avatar, at 1 hr 29 mins.
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The Pandoran landscape is visually luscious and full of life when compared to the stark,
dehumanising surfaces and machines of the Terran military-industrial base. An additional world
of plenty to which Jake awakens is that of the body. In human form, he has been injured in an
(unspecified) military action and is now wheelchair-bound. His entry into the avatar Na’vi body
is depicted as a joyous process of re-becoming an embodied human, and his learning to be
Na’vi extends into a similarly joyous process of re-becoming an embodied primal human.
Insofar as there is scarcity in Into the Forest, its function is to offer a contrast between the
survivalist phase and the primal utopia that will follow. Scarcity is reversed into plenty as Eva
and Nell enter the forest. Tea, for example, in the survivalist phase is an ever-weaker liquid
made with the merest crumbs from teabags:
now our mother’s stale teabags are one of the few treats we have to ease us through these days.
Even Eva is willing to ration tea. … if you take the staple from the top of the bag and sift the
tea into a bowl, you’ll see that it really only takes a pinch of tea, just a few dusty crumbs to
transform boiled water to a liquid with a hint of bulk and flavour … 171

However, after Nell learns about Californian plants from a book and begins to forage in the
forest, she soon finds tea in abundance:
For months now we have drunk hot water when we could have been drinking wild mint, wild
rose, blackberry, bay, mountain grape, black mustard, pennyroyal, manzanita, fennel seed,
sheep sorrel, nettle, fir needle, madrone bark, yerba buena, black sage, pineapple weed, violets,
wild raspberry. 172

Earth Abides also contrasts survivalist scarcity and primal plenty. The older survivors of
catastrophe miss their former diet and struggle with increasingly stale packets of cigarettes,
vitamin-less juice, flat-tasting coffee and decaying cereals, while a younger, primal, generation
are feasting on meat. 173 Stewart’s post-apocalyptic primal landscape does not offer diversity but
it does offer plenty. After town water fails, there are always convenient springs and streams.
Even in the aftermath of a major fire, food and water are to hand. 174
Bodily finitude and illness are depicted in all these works, but these do not belong to the primal
but to the human condition. What is lacking are the everyday physical discomforts the primal
implies such as mud, stinging insects, menstruation (how to deal with this in a primal world?),
ants in the food, trying to stay warm and dry in bad weather. Some of these do make a brief
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verisimilitudinous appearance (the wasps that attack the drying fruit in Into the Forest), 175 but
they are mostly absent. To the contrary, there is a “rightness” of the body within
forest/landscape, depicted by visually eloquent physicality in Avatar, the ease of movement in
The Word for World is Forest, the calm young men in blue jeans and animal skins in Earth Abides
and Nell’s content in her tree stump in Into the Forest:
The wood burns its economical flame. I nibble a dried apricot, sip mugwort tea for dreaming,
more poppy to stop my milk. I watch the fire, listen to the fog …
I’m just a core, a kernel, a coal tucked in a bit of breathing flesh, listening to the rain. My life
fills this place, no longer meagre, no longer lost or stolen or waiting to begin.
I drink rain and it quenches an ancient thirst.
This is no interlude, no fugue state.
The moon wanes to the barest crescent. I grow content. 176

At least two utopian purposes drive these strategies: the conventional one of allowing no
physical imperfection to undermine the claims of the idealisation; and a second, unique to this
form: the claim that primal gathering-hunting and dwelling in forest/landscape are humanity’s
originary (“I drink rain and it quenches an ancient thirst”), most satisfying activities and true
habitat.

Regard and letting-be
In Earth Abides, Ish observes an encounter between the human and the other-than-human in
the new primal world. After the young men help him to flee a fire, a mountain lion appears in
their path. Both men and lion decide not to attack, and the humans detour around the lion and
continue on. Ish observes that humans have lost their past arrogance and come to a form of
consciousness where they treat the lion as equal:
They all went back a little way, and made a detour off to the right …. In this way they went
around the lion, leaving him in possession of the direct way … 177

In Avatar, when Jake is unexpectedly caught outside at night he is attacked by a pack of
viperwolves. He kills some, but the pack are ready to tear him to pieces. It is Neytiri who
intervenes, killing more and setting the pack to flight. She then speaks some words over some
of the dead, touching them lovingly. When Jake tries to thank her, she responds angrily. Their

175 Hegland, Into the Forest, p 185.
176 Ibid, p 228.
177 Stewart, Earth Abides, p 312.
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deaths, she tells him, were his fault, and unnecessary. Her ethos is to hunt when needed, but
not to cause death needlessly:
“All this is your fault. They did not need to die … Your fault. You’re like a baby, making noise,
don’t know what to do.” 178

In Into the Forest, Nell hunts only once, when Eva is pregnant and anaemic, a scene marked as
exceptional. These works show the human recognising and respecting the subjectivities of the
other-than-human.

Dwelling-within, and the role of benign spirits and earth-beings
From contemporary green spiritual consciousness we might expect terminus-era primal utopias
to be characterised by a metaphysic of holism and interconnectedness. 179 This is very much the case
in Avatar with its “network of energy that flows through all living things”, and partnership is
touched upon in Word with its “collaboration of living things”. 180 However, across all four
works, the metaphysic is a little more subtle. It is perhaps best described as a dwelling-within the
forest or landscape, involving an occupying of an originary place that is offered by World, coexistence with other beings, and an awareness of the forest or world as presence/benign spirit or
“earth-being”.
The dwellings in Avatar are giant trees, occupied as human Na’vi habitat. Encounter with other
beings is part of the visual play of the film. There are a number of sequences where the forest’s
inhabitants are encountered for the sake of encounter with the other-than-human community,
not for heroic purpose; for example when a lemur swings down to inspect the human avatar
forest visitors, 181 or plant life is animated and responsive, 182 or the viperwolf plays with her
cubs. 183
Nell’s tree stump in Into the Forest is also an example of an originary place offered by World. It
is immediately contrasted with her house, which suddenly manifests as unnatural/wrong:

178 Cameron, Avatar, at 33 mins.
179 Although holism is critiqued (sometimes savagely) in academic ecophilosophy, it remains a tenet of popular
environmentalism. Marti Kheel is able to state confidently (in her own critique) that “the dominant philosophy
in the field of nature ethics, as well as the environmental movement more generally, is holism”: Marti Kheel,
Nature Ethics: An Ecofeminist Perspective, Rowman & Littlefield, Maryland, 2008, pp 1-2.
180 Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, p 33. Cameron, Avatar, at 1 hr 1 min.
181 Cameron, Avatar, p 25.
182 Ibid, at 25 mins.
183 Ibid, at 59 mins.
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When we got to the house, it startled me. It was a lair, reeking of chemicals and stale flesh,
harsh and cramped, leaking and crumbling. For a moment I saw it with the eyes of a forest
creature, with a distrust and distaste that made me reluctant to enter. But when I crossed the
threshold, it was once more the only house I had ever known. 184

It is when Nell is in her forest place that communicative encounter with the other-than-human
becomes possible:
Sometimes it seems I hear voices speaking, neither harshly nor lovingly, but with the forest’s
own tongue.
Other creatures come to the clearing. The deer browsing towards the stump nuzzles the
breeze, stops at my scent, turns its elegant head to study me, and my heart opens and grows
still. Last night a racoon came to the rim of the fire’s light, met my eyes above the flames. It
made a noise in its throat – a long chuckle halfway between a purr and a growl – and then it
turned back to its business beneath the waning moon. This morning an old black sow entered
my glade. For a moment she, too, met my gaze … 185

The houses in The Word for World is Forest are constructed, but in ways subtly integrated into the
“living forest”. 186 Tightly woven through the plot are birds and other beings who have
presence in the forest equal to that of the human Athsheans:
the voices calling here and there … were not so loud as the morning birdsong and insect-drone
and under-noise of the living forest of which the town was one element. 187

No claim is made for the forest’s sentience, but this is subtly implied by the true dreaming that
gives the Athsheans access to their world. Ian Watson has argued that Word depicts a collective
unconscious rather than a sentient forest, but that the work’s ecological frame lends it an
“excess of energy” pointing towards a forest-mind not yet realised:
Out of the original impetus to write about forest and dream, then, has come a world-forest
that – while nonsentient itself – nevertheless functions meta-phorically as mind: as the
collective unconscious mind of the Athsheans. However, the story … is oriented politically
and ecologically; hence it must be primarily verisimilar rather than metaphorical. Consequently
there is a surplus of energy and idea, attached to the central image of a forest consciousness,
which cannot find a full outlet … 188
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If the forest were a metaphor of the human unconscious, this would make it a human
projection, rather than an entity in itself, and yet the careful positioning of the human deeply
within and the related ecological themes suggest much more. In Earth Abides the “First Ones”
live in remnant houses, representing the post-apocalyptic middle-landscape.189 The fire at the
end of the novel destroys these houses and, while there is ambiguity about their new location,
the direction taken towards the hills and lakes via a cave, hints that houses might be left
behind. The hills are represented as timeless compared to the human frame of reference. 190
Acceptance of in-ness is strong:
‘Young man,’ he said, ‘are you happy?’ The young man named Jack looked startled at this
question, and he glanced in both directions before answering, and then he spoke:
‘Yes, I am happy. Things are as they are and I am part of them.’ 191

Ish believes Jack has not understood the question but, as becomes increasingly clear, it is Ish
who has not understood the answer, just as he doesn’t understand why a lion should be let-be in
possession of a path; he is an unreliable narrator. In their spiritual and material connection to
the forest or world, humans have no greater or lesser significance than other beings who also
have a place. There is thus a web of life, but in most of the works this is manifest through a
combination of encounter and mutual relation to an enfolding, reenchanted forest/world
rather than as Neytiri’s theory of energy exchange or synergy.
The primal is characterised by re-enchantment and its metaphysic is understood by its inhabitants
as literally true. There are forest powers walking as bears (Into the Forest) and truths
communicated from the dream world (The Word for World is Forest) and there is a planet goddess
(Avatar):
Grace (dying under the Soul Tree): “I’m with her [Eywa], Jake. She’s real.” 192

All these manifestations of the transcendent are benign. A major difference between these
utopias and earlier Western representations of pre-modern communities is that the terminus
era primal utopia has no angry, jealous or punishing gods, no belief in evil spirits, no
malevolent sorcerers, no gullible natives to be tricked by an eclipse. These nineteenth century
motifs have largely disappeared from contemporary representations, along with related
anthropological beliefs ascribing pre-modern spirituality to the need to understand and
interpret phenomena. 193
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Nor do the terminus-era primal utopias attempt the kind of complexity of actual pre-modern
societies, in which spirituality is expressed within a cosmology exploring/expressing the
extensive philosophical, material and ethical possibilities of World. The spiritual dimension is
very strong in the terminus era primal utopias, but also very simple. This can be attributed to
their single communicative purpose of entering into relationships with and within World in
ways which afford respect and regard; that is, would work to preserve and heal it rather than
destroy. Further, despite some Edenic qualities or influences and the possibility of a productive
reading along those lines, 194 arguably these works do not depict a return to Eden. Forest/world
and the transcendental in the terminus era primal utopia are typically an identity in the
mathematical sense, that is, they are same thing. The primal utopia is not God’s garden created
for man, rather the forest/world is the creating entity itself. In theology, this is the kind of
axiomatic difference that produces a completely different cosmology, as profound as the
difference between monotheology and a pantheon, or between creation of new souls and
reincarnation. It produces a forest/world which is a communicable, spiritually directed
presence and in which humans are only one of a number of beings in an originary state of
inhabitation. It does not produce man created in God’s image. Man has not been expelled and
cannot be expelled because there is no exterior; instead, in modernity man has created a
wasteland interior without awareness that this is so and without heed to the consequences. It
also implies that the earth-being is not actually in the past, but in the present and in full sight,
except insofar as it is hidden by our constructed interiors (material and discursive); and that the
human is part of this entity, as are all other beings.

Ecophilosophy and the primal utopia
By extension, the terminus era primal utopia is informed by an underlying ethos that the world
is a unity, and in some of the works, a conscious entity. Paul Davies states that this is the root
principle of ecological theory. 195
Mathews’s idea of ontopoetics (Chapter 1) can also be applied to a reading of Into the Forest. Of
the creative works discussed in this chapter, Hegland’s is perhaps the least examined. The novel
is extensively taught in American college courses, but very few academic discussions have been
published, and some of these, like Curtis’, are silent on the novel’s main themes. An American
academic who teaches the novel, she reads it as having taken a problematic turn into utopian
fantasy at the point where Nell and Eva enter the forest, Hegland abandoning a more logical
path to re-forming community with survivors from the nearest town. This is probably the

194 See eg Elizabeth Wells, “Earth Abides: A Return to Origins”, Extrapolation, 2007, vol 48, no 3.
195 Paul Davies, “Cosmos as Metaphor: Eco-spiritual Poetics”, in The Environmental Tradition in English Literature, ed
John Parham, Ashgate Publishing, Aldergate (UK), 2002, p 75.
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dominant interpretation. Kerridge is one of a few theorists who have sympathetically discussed
its environmental themes and heeded all its main protagonists, including the bear and the
forest. However, he ultimately reads the novel as a “narrative of resignation” and Hegland as
“evading reformist politics”. 196 In that last statement, the role of the artist is either defined too
narrowly or taken too seriously, it is hard to say which.
In the first half of Into the Forest, the forest is a strong presence, but there is no communicative
engagement and its presence is not psycho-active. It is little more than a projection of Nell’s
and Eva’s fears and desires. As young children, the forest was an enchanted place for games of
“let’s pretend”, and the ancient redwood stump a playhouse. 197 As teenagers they formed other
interests and barely noticed the forest. 198 After the sisters become stranded, the forest can no
longer be ignored, but at first it is an ambiguous presence. When father dies in the forest from
an accident involving a branch and a petrol-saw the forest seems an uncaring site of death. 199 It
is again experienced as a threatening presence after the rape scene:
The forest killed our father, and from that forest will come the man – or men – who will kill
us. 200

According to Mathews, panpsychism, or a recognition of the subjectivity of the world, is
necessary for reharmonisation. 201 World, or subjects of World, might signal, by:
storms and strange auras; and changes in the behavior of sentient and nonsentient forms of
life, such as the flocking patterns or flight paths of birds, or the sudden germination of spores
or seeds. The world can thus speak to us or signal its presence through a wealth of
synchronistic and poetic manifestations … 202

This resonates with Avatar, too: World signals to Neytiri not to kill Jake by sending a seed of
the sacred tree. Mathews argues that, first, we must be receptive to such signals:
The One can draw the wanderers back to its Way only if they are sufficiently receptive to
notice its signals. Wherever such receptivity exists however, the One would have reason to
communicate its presence to its creatures, conveying to them their origins in primal desire. 203
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It is not until the turning point of Into the Forest, when the young women stop waiting for the
return of electric light, that they are able finally to take an imaginative leap into their new world
and set aside their human-centred concerns sufficiently to allow space for communication from
World. At this moment in the narrative, the bear appears. At first, as befits an approaching
spirit, she enters Nell’s grove through her dreams. Nell and Eva are accepted in the dreamgrove by the bear’s rough tongue and received as daughters:
A bear came shambling out of the forest towards us. Sick with fear, we watched it approach,
saw the heave and shift of muscle beneath its dense fur. It loomed closer, and I noticed the
bloated ticks ringing its eyes, the shocking length of its unsheathed claws.
When it stood directly in front of me, it opened its mouth, and I saw its thick teeth and the
naked pink of its tongue. A terror as great as any I have ever known settled over me like a
suffocating blanket, and I closed my eyes, surrendering myself to those jaws. But next I felt not
the rip and tear of teeth, but the wet scratch of a tongue and the warm wind of bear’s breath
on my face. 204

Mathews further suggests that when World “feels the stirrings of genuine perplexity in them, it
might offer glimpses into the mystery of the Way to guide their steps”. Nell kills a wild sow to
save her sister and her baby. Fully attune to the terror and finality of what she has done in so
interrupting a life, there is a kind of horror in her that raises the question about whether this
was right action. The forest again communicates with Nell, and she has an experience of being
tree as she naps in the grove:
I nap at the stump in a patch of pale sunlight, dream I am buried in the earth up to my neck,
my arms and legs like taproots tapering to a web of finer roots until at last there is no clear
demarcation between those root hairs and the soil itself. As I look out over the earth, my skull
expands as though I were absorbing the aboveground world and the sky itself through my eye
sockets. My head grows until it is a shell encompassing the whole of the earth. I wake softly,
with a sense of infinite calm. 205

This dream informs her that she and the sow, and their lives and deaths, are interpenetrated: both
accepted by the forest, and that nothing is separate from the forest which is the world.
Mathews’s panpsychism would recognise the world and its subsystems as a manifold of
unities/subjectivities/conative (self-realising) systems, and shift Western thinking away from a
human-centred perspective towards intersubjectivity, based, not on scientific distance, which
has failed to avert environmental catastrophe, but on encounter. 206

204 Hegland, Into the Forest, p 166.
205 Ibid, p 206.
206 Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, pp 1-10.
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Another turning point occurs when Nell finds herself at last within the forest. After the birth of
the baby Burl and a quarrel with Eva, Nell moves to the stump/grove where she meditatively
grows into her surroundings. She draws on the knowledge of healing of Pomo Indian women,
speaking to her through her mother’s book. She sits by a fire, and – finally not passing through,
not a visitor, not an important human doing important things – she learns simply to be there in
her sacred place. 207
Mathews suggests that encountering the world as a communicative presence needs exactly this
kind of deep immersion. Nell, in her sacred grove/stump place near her fire, with the rain and
waning moon wrapping her days, is manifestly “engag[ing] with the world concretely through
particular places”, which for Mathews is a precondition for recovery and reenchantment. At
this point of deep engagement, Mathews suggests, the informing intelligence of the world may
manifest. 208
And so it does. Nell hears the forest speak to her, call her to ritual, ask her for an offering:
The steam was warm and fragrant in the chill air. I was hungry and I could feel my stomach
clenching like another strong muscle. But just as I was lifting the first spoonful to my mouth, I
heard a voice say Wait.
… I breathed the moist, green-tinged air, and then, on an impulse I never tried to understand,
I took the mush-pot and walked around the stump, pausing four times to spoon a pile of
steaming food onto the wet earth. 209

Nell’s spooning food upon the earth, aligns with Mathews’s view that in a quest for
reharmonisation, people are moved to express their connections poetically, “in ritual and
celebratory modes and in personal and community practices which tie us back into the larger
life process, the larger meanings of fertility”.210 The bear, when she comes that night in material
form, responds to Nell’s ritual:
She sniffed the circumference of the stump, stopping to lap the four cold lumps of food. She
paused at the doorway while I pressed my body against the back wall. She entered, circled like
a weary dog, and lay down. I could feel her wet, rough fur, could smell the decay that hung on
her breath. I thought, This is no dream. 211
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As Nell at last sleeps beside the bear, Mathews’s “larger life” and “meanings of fertility” enter
her dreams. She dreams that the bear rebirths her and she is born, or called into, the forest:
I dreamed she bore me from the hot mystery of her womb … Later, her tongue sought me
out. … Lick by insistent lick, she birthed me yet again, and when she was finished, she
shambled on, left me – alone and Nell-shaped – in Her forest.
I woke at dawn and she was gone.... I saw paw prints in the soft dead ashes of my fire, and it
felt as though I were rising out of my broken body into a new flesh. I remembered the way a
butterfly fresh from its chrysalis shivers and trembles as the blood fills its haggard wings. Stiff
and cold and empty, I hobbled across the clearing.
And entered the forest. 212

Several forms of “calling into” are described by Mathews. Culturally specific, these may not be
the same as Nell’s experience, but resonances can be heard in Mathews’s “world hidden within
a world”, and Indigenous Australian “calling into country”. 213 Perhaps, Mathews suggests,
being called to “the world hidden within the world” can reveal its true worth, full of poetic
significance, “the thing that brings us to life, that ushers us into a state of numinous streaming
and meaning”.214

The primal utopia and the missing future
I would like to return now to a problem raised by both post-apocalyptic and trans-apocalyptic
primal utopias in their engagement with modernity. If the one form takes us through all the
horror of ending, and the other describes an apocalyptic inevitability which is only side-stepped
by shifting to fantasy and the transcendent, how or in what fashion might the primal utopia
speak to the present age? In Bloch’s terms, is it merely the “hope that hopes”, or does it offer a
“forward-dreaming”? Can we locate any utopian purpose other than to instantiate that
shimmering field of reversal that appears as one holds up a mirror for commentary at a time
when terminus appears inevitable?
There is a parallel difficulty within the work of those ecophilosophers who would recuperate
certain values or stances from originary primal life or from extant Indigenous societies as part
of an attempt to reharmonise the present era: for example, a re-spiritualised or re-enchanted
engagement with World or World-being; or an ethos of local, synergistic exchange of metabolic

212 Ibid, pp 230-231.
213 Freya Mathews, “The World Hidden within the World: A Conversation on Ontopoetics”, Philosophy Activism
Nature, 2009, no 6, pp 100-101.
214 Ibid, p 102.
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value. 215 “How is this to be achieved?” remains a largely unanswered, if not altogether
hopeless, question. These values have not been adopted in broader society, despite being
modelled in some small-scale communities or enclaves including at least one with thousands of
school children visitors each year. 216 The problem is how the desired values or stances are to be
fitted to those who are meant to acquire them but who do not dwell within Indigenous social
structures or synergistic economies. This is not just the usual utopian question of “how do we
get to there from here”, although that is an important part of it, it is also a question of “what
does ‘there’ look like?” – in practical, not merely philosophical terms. It is an urgent question,
sometimes answered by the suggestion we reenergise spirituality, for example that we might
shift Christianity in the direction of stewardship, or formulate a new theology, or re-enchant
the world. By thus changing consciousness, the hope is to effect the desired shift from
exploitative to synergistic practices within modernity. But how?
Any answer must be multifaceted and evolve over time, but I would like to suggest that the
primal offers an ecophilosophical perspective an affective form of reinhabitation which may
help fashion part of a response; an intense, expressive desire for return to habitat. The following
passage from Freya Mathews recounts a return to a childhood environment, while lamenting
the lack of words our language needs to truly express the feeling for that loved place:
In a sense I was losing Braeside from the very start, because it was visibly slipping away from
the time my family first settled there. Perhaps that is why I loved it, even as a child, with such
an aching love—a love for which our modern languages lack words. For this love of place is
not like other loves, of people or animals, artefacts, activities, causes. … a loved place holds us,
even if it exists only in memory; it causes everything within it, including ourselves, to glow. 217

Habitat may seem a prosaic phrase to describe such a release of feeling. Habitat is a scientific
word and one that, seemingly, carries very little emotional charge. And yet it is, I think, the
correct term, for the source of the feeling if not the feeling itself. Some of the variants of habitat
are clearly charged with feeling: inhabit, reinhabit, habitation – these reach to our fundamental
situation as beings dwelling within place; similarly the Latin roots, “habitare, ‘to live, dwell’” and
“habere, ‘to have, hold, possess’” and “habitationem, ‘act of dwelling’”.218

215 See eg Freya Mathews, “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development”, Ethics & the
Environment, 2006, vol 11, no 2; Ariel Salleh, “From Metabolic Rift to ‘Metabolic Value’: Reflections on
Environmental Sociology and the Alternative Globalization Movement”, Organization and Environment, 2010, vol
23, no 2.
216 For example, Melbourne’s CERES (Centre for Education and Research in Environmental Strategies: Mathews,
“CERES: Singing up the City”.
217 Freya Mathews, Reinhabiting Reality: Towards a Recovery of Culture, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney,
2005, p 7.
218 Douglas Harper, “Habitat”, Online Etymology Dictionary.

184

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 3

/

Primal utopia

Primal utopias express the appeal of return to habitat. The passages from Hegland quoted
earlier offer a profound feeling of rightness, expansiveness and heightened emotion from
reentering the forest and embracing primal life: “My life fills this place … I drink rain and it
quenches an ancient thirst”. The richness of life on Pandora evokes joy at each non-human
encounter, in stark contrast to the sterile military base. In The Word for World is Forest, the ill
purpose of the Terran settlement is understood primarily by the way they “cut down the
world”, the habitat.
To this point, habitat has been used in the sense land in which it is good for us to dwell, or, more
specifically, ecosystem, and this is of course a major aspect of the primal. But there is another
face of habitat, similarly recognisable from its role in habitation and from the emotional charge
released on return after time in the badlands of modernity. It is the body. In modernity, many of
us are cast in roles where the body is alienated from itself, dwelling within an environment
(office, factory etc) which is hostile to bodily well-being. Cameron’s Avatar depicts this as a
major theme, powerfully symbolised in protagonist Jake Scully entering the film in a
wheelchair, having paraplegia from a war injury. Jake at the beginning of the film is alienated
both from his body and from landscape/ecosystem. When he enters his Na’vi body for the first
time, he escapes his keepers and runs out of the clinical environment, towards landscape. 219
This is a scene of pure joy, a heightened emotional interlude associated with return to both
types of habitat.
Neytiri, when she becomes his teacher, helps Jake to reinhabit both ecosystem and body. We
might note here that the desire to reinhabit body also sheds light on the convention of
representing utopian inhabitants as physically perfect. It is not merely that a better life
improves well-being, or that the utopian gaze demands perfection. This is a representation of
an emotion, a feeling of joy in reinhabiting what has been lost. Just as Cameron juxtaposes Jake
in a wheelchair in a military-industrial complex with Jake in his Na’vi body and in the landscape
of Pandora, in News from Nowhere, William Morris compared the gaunt women reapers and the
bowed-down figures of nineteenth century poverty to the ease of his utopian inhabitants both
bodily and within landscape. 220 Phillipa Bennett describes Morris’s prose romances as
reclaiming the body from industrialisation. 221
In The Word for World is Forest the Terrans try to alienate the Athsheans from both forms of
habitat as they both force them to labour through their sleep cycles and imprison them in
“creechie pens” after removing them from their forest homes.

219 Cameron, Avatar, at 16 and 17 mins.
220 Morris, News from Nowhere, p 149.
221 Phillipa Bennett, Wonderlands: The Last Romances of William Morris, Peter Lang, Bern, 2015, pp 11, 25-32.
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While thinking of Morris, it is worth mentioning a further form of habitat: the built environment in
which it is good to dwell. Many of the moments of emotional charge in News from Nowhere occur
when William Guest sights or enters a life-sustaining building:
This whole mass of architecture which we had come upon so suddenly from amidst the
pleasant fields was not only exquisitely beautiful in itself, but it bore upon it the expression of
such generosity and abundance of life that I was exhilarated to a pitch that I had never yet
reached. 222

While building is not landscape, it is still environment, and for the human species clearly a form
of habitat: “Artefact must be seen as a potential expression of the natural”.223 A building that
sustains life has conative unity for Morris, much as the world is potentially conscious and
conversing in Mathews:
She led me up close to the house, and laid her shapely sun browned hand and arm on the lichened
wall as if to embrace it, and cried out, ‘O me! O me! How I love the earth, and the seasons, and
the weather, and all things that deal with it, and all that grows out of it, – as this has done!’ 224

Le Guin’s work however is the only one of our four primal fictions that represents built human
dwellings as part of the forest. Two of the works (Into the Forest and Avatar) prefer hollow trees,
and the fourth (Earth Abides) is silent on how the new primal people will take shelter.
A fourth form of habitat is the community. Avatar represents this most fully, suggesting a return
to a traditional Indigenous community as a place of (gendered) belonging. At the beginning of
the film, Jake has no community. So alienated are those around him from the human social,
that corporate types wishing to recruit him for Pandora begin their patter even as his brother is
being cremated. Jake’s journey towards life on Pandora is one in which he will finally reinhabit
an originary, organic community, represented by the Omaticaya people. Membership is at first
barred, and then made contingent on Jake proving himself within this community as a man and
hunter. A ceremony, highly emotionally charged (and followed by a sexual joining with Neytiri),
marks his achievement and complete acceptance:
Jake (narrating): The Na’vi say that every person is born twice. The second time is when you
earn your place among the people – forever.
Eytukan: “You are now a son of the Omaticaya. You are part of the People.” 225

222
223
224
225

Morris, News from Nowhere, p 26.
Mathews, “Towards a Deeper Philosophy of Biomimicry”, p 366.
Morris, News from Nowhere, p 211.
Cameron, Avatar, at 1 hour 17 mins.
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In these primal fictions, dystopia is what takes habitat away from us; utopia returns us to it.
Returning to the extension of “we” to the other-than-human, we might expect that return to
habitat should be for others as well. Bears and mountain lions reinhabit landscape once more
in Into the Forest and Earth Abides. Trees will reinhabit the denuded clearings in the vision of
Coro Mena in The Word for World is Forest:
But listen, Selver, this is what I see that perhaps others do not, this is why I have loved you: I
dreamed of you before we met here. You were walking on a path, and behind you the young
trees grew up, oak and birch, willow and holly, fir and pine, alder, elm, white-flowering ash, all
the roof and walls of the world, forever renewed. 226

In Avatar, the banshees are displaced from the Home Tree along with the humans. Other
possibilities might be drawn from Morris, who frees birds and fish from the gamekeeper, and a
tributary of the Thames from its culvert as part of restoring habitat to the other-than-human
world.
Habitat as an active concept offers a possible extension to that of rights. Framed as right to
habitat, a right to live within and among its evolved landscape, community and body could
apply to people, animals and ecological communities. There could be rights of habitat, too, as
seen in Morris’s river tributary. As a discourse, rights offers an evolving, secular idea, with
perhaps greater traction in Western scientific secular societies than religious authority or
spiritual connection. Right to habitat as a discourse could unify human rights, the rights of
Indigenous peoples, animal rights and ecologies. It could crystallise all of our discontent with
modernity and (at best) help galvanise political action. If humans were to start demanding their
right to habitat, not just as a political strategy but because our feeling of wellbeing depends on
it, it might be a powerful force to help us recognise and unify our struggle with that of otherbeings.

Conclusion
These primal utopian works draw many elements from pre-existing primitivist motifs.
However, unlike most works of previous eras, they do not position the human as caretaker, or
as passing through, or going “out there” as opposed to “in here”; but as situated within the
forest or landscape. They may represent their metaphysic as exchange or synergy (Avatar), but
they are more likely to represent the benign, mysterious spirit of the forest (Avatar, Into the
Forest, Word) or World (Earth Abides). Whatever we might know or think we know about premodern religion and spirituality, the simple belief systems of these primal utopias do not
represent it. Rather, they represent an ecophilosophical awareness being developed in our own
time, which may reference and selectively borrow from synergistic Indigenous philosophies to

226 Le Guin, The Word for World is Forest, p 58.
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present a spiritualised and reenchanted nature, where the orientation to World is that of
Shepard’s in-ness and to the other-than-human is one of letting-be and co-existence, extending in
several works to communication and community.
However detailed the verisimilitude, these are not realist works; instead, they offer a mirrorinverse utopia, an appeal to understand what has been lost and is still at stake. They offer no
path to the future other than through the apocalypse, no “willed transformation”; they appear
to us as Bloch’s “hope that hopes”, or if anticipatory, their anticipations are as yet
preconscious.
Global catastrophe is writ large in each of the primal utopias. Situated either post- or as
transcending the apocalypse, they suggest that modernity has sacrificed not just the future but
the fuller, richer experience of the human found in the primal. They comment on the
stultifying or crippling aspects of modernity, a loss of habitat to which we are best suited,
through a vivid portrayal of what it may mean to reinhabit body, community and world.
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Power inheres in a centre.
— Ursula Le Guin, The Dispossessed 1

The previous two chapters traversed the “utopian marvellous”, 2 discussing instances of the
fantastic that Jameson and Suvin might well regard as improperly utopian in their nonhistorical, sometimes phantasmagorical, visions. 3 Even for arcadias and primal utopias written
as science fiction rather than fantasy, a reading of an “alternative historical hypothesis” 4
remains problematic, since they orient towards pre-modern modes of collectivity, have either
no or an apocalyptic route to their utopian horizons, and displace rather than address questions
of industrial technology and world population. A revaluation of these sub-genres for their
reinhabitory visions of the world and their expressive resistance to terminal modernity was
offered, drawing on Bloch’s “the hope that hopes” rather than “the hope that is hoped for”, a
hope which, in the case of the primal utopia, is often suffused with grief.
In this chapter, we explore a kind of “forward-dreaming” that is perhaps more properly
utopian for its historical hypothesis but is hardly less contentious, the communalist utopia. 5
The social structure of this utopia comprises small self-governing communities, formed up as a
decentralised network. Its politics therefore tend towards, and are sometimes explicitly,
anarchist, as in Le Guin’s The Dispossessed.6 The reinhabitory vision or utopian locus emerges, in
nearly every case, as a society actively engaged in the “emotional work” of being together, and
of re-greening the world. Scarcity is embraced and technology is set aside except for a few
essential utopian purposes (medicine, biotechnology, transport).

1
2
3
4
5
6

Ursula K Le Guin, The Dispossessed, Panther / Granada, St Albans (UK), 1975, p 55 (originally 1974, with some
editions subtitled “An Ambiguous Utopia”).
Abensour, “William Morris: The Politics of Romance”, p 132.
Suvin, Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology, p 36; Jameson, Archaeologies of
the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, p 60.
Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 42.
As in previous chapters, discussion is limited to textual utopias; the numerous attempts to achieve actual
communalist societies are not discussed.
Le Guin, The Dispossessed, p 85.
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Part I considers works from the communalist utopian tradition against which the primary texts
will later be read. Plato’s Republic (c 386-367 BC) and Laws (c 360-348 BC) are perhaps our
earliest fully-worked communalist utopias. 7 The Acts of the Apostles (c 60-150) founds
“ownership in common” as a precept of Christian consociation. 8 Various authors place the
origins of rules for monastic communalism in Pachomius (c 320), 9 and note the wide influence
of St Augustine’s priory rules (424) through to at least the Middle Ages. 10 Thomas More’s
Utopia (1516) is reviewed here for its communalist elements. 11 The period from immediately
prior to the French Revolution through to the early twentieth century saw an intense interest in
new egalitarian social models, explored in political theories, manifestos and utopian proposals,
many of which were communalist. Rousseau’s The Social Contract (1762) was highly influential in
the French Revolution and its aftermath.12 Charles Fourier provided an early critique of
capitalist economics as well as a utopian vision, represented here by The Theory of Four Movements
(1808).13 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s The Principle of Federation (1863) offered a detailed proposal
for a federated society 14 and his model for what became known as “the commune of
communes” influenced the Manifesto of the Paris Commune (1871). 15 Mikhail Bakunin developed
Proudhon’s ideas into a communalist form of anarchism (various writings, c 1870). 16 The
contribution of Marx and Engels is discussed, especially Marx’s The Civil War in France (1871)17

7

8
9

10

11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Aristotle, in his review of previous writing of “fine regimes” in Politics refers to an earlier writer, Phaleas of
Chalcedon, who advocates equality in land and education. The translator notes nothing more is known of
Phaleas: Aristotle, Aristotle’s Politics, trans Carnes Lord, 2nd edn, University of Chicago Press, Chicago and
London, 2013, p 39 (originally c 350-323 BC); Plato, The Republic; Plato, The Laws of Plato, trans Thomas L
Pangle, Basic Books, New York, 1980 (originally c 360-348 BC).
“Acts of the Apostles”, in New Testament, 4:32-35.
Pachomius, “The Rules Of Pachomius” (trans G H Schodde), no 1 June 2016, e-Catholic, c 320-348,
http://www.ecatholic2000.com/pachomius/untitled-01.shtml.See eg Marilyn Dunn, The Emergence of
Monasticism: From the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages, Blackwells, Oxford and Malden (MA), 2003
(originally 2000).
Augustine of Hippo, Letters 211-270, 1-29 (Epistulae), ed Boniface Ramsey, trans Roland Teske, The Works of
Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, New City Press, New York, 2005, vol II/4, pp 21-25
(originally 4th-5th C); see eg Jane Herbert, “The Transformation of Hermitages into Augustinian Priories in
Twelfth-Century England”, Studies in Church History, 1985, vol 22.
More, “Utopia”.
Dunn, “Introduction”, pp 18ff; Rousseau, “The Social Contract”.
Charles Fourier, The Theory of the Four Movements, ed Gareth Stedman Jones and Ian Patterson, trans Ian
Patterson, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1996 (originally 1808).
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, The Principle of Federation, trans Richard Vernon, University of Toronto Press,
Toronto, Buffalo and London, 1979 (originally 1863 in French).
Commune de Paris, “Déclaration au Peuple Français”, Paris Libre, Paris, 19 April 1871, trans Mitch Abidor, as
Manifesto of the Paris Commune for Marxists.org, 2005.
Mikhail Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, ed G P Maximoff, trans G P Maximoff,
The Free Press, New York, 1953.
Karl Marx, The Civil War in France, Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 1970 (originally 1871).

190

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 4

/

Communalist utopia

and Engels’s Dialectics of Nature (c 1872-1882). 18 In each case, the writers’ perspectives on the
other-than-human world form part of the analysis. Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) has a
particularly strong communalist and ecological vision, and his work in many aspects anticipates
the orientations of the more contemporary utopias. 19 Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops
(1898) surveys shifts in French industry and agriculture and offers a decentralised village model
to resolve both the alienation of labour and human alienation from nature. 20 Charlotte Perkins
Gilman’s Herland (1915) and With Her in Ourland (1916) describe a feminist utopia with
significantly communalist aspects. 21
Part II turns to the primary texts: Aldous Huxley’s Island (1962); 22 Le Guin’s The Dispossessed:
An Ambiguous Utopia (1974); 23 Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (1975); 24 Piercy’s Woman on the Edge
of Time (1976); 25 Robinson’s Pacific Edge (1990), 26 Mars trilogy (1992–1996) and The Martians
(1999). 27 This is a similar set of novels to Moylan’s “critical utopia”, and I will therefore discuss
his model with reference to these texts, as well as their socio-political contexts. Each narrative
is then briefly summarised, highlighting their communalist features. Following Moylan’s
argument that critical utopia works productively with difference (Chapter 1), questions of
crime, dissent and disharmony will be explored, along with gender, sexuality, class and race.
Morris’s News from Nowhere emerges as a precursor text, which already in 1890 prefigures the
elements of these novels that reorientate to and create new ways of being in World. Morris also
prefigures the stand taken on technology by this group of texts.

A note on terms
“Communalism” here describes those forms of organisation which seek to locate decisionmaking and organisation in a local community, not in the individual, family or centralised
government. It can be distinguished from communism, that, is, the common ownership of
both the means of production and the resulting product. However, some forms of organisation
might be both communalist (local community at the centre) and communist (shared

18 Frederick Engels, Dialectics of Nature, ed Clemens Dutt, trans Clemens Dutt, International Publishers, New
York, 1940 (originally 1925 in Russian, from manuscripts written c 1872-1882).
19 Morris, News from Nowhere.
20 Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Workshops: or Industry Combined With Agriculture and Brain Work with Manual Work.
21 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland, The Women’s Press, London, 1979 (originally 1915); Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, With Her in Ourland, Feedbooks, Paris, undated ebook, published at
http://www.feedbooks.com/book/6497/with-her-in-ourland (originally 1916).
22 Aldous Huxley, Island, Granada, St Albans (UK), 1976, p 171 (originally 1962).
23 Le Guin, The Dispossessed.
24 Callenbach, Ecotopia.
25 Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, The Women’s Press, London, 1984 (originally 1976).
26 Kim Stanley Robinson, Pacific Edge, HarperCollins, London, 1995 (originally 1990).
27 Kim Stanley Robinson, The Martians, HarperCollins, London, 1999.
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ownership). In communalism, efforts are made to depose national or regional bodies, as
described by Bookchin:
adherents of Communalism mobilize themselves to electorally engage in a potentially
important center of power – the municipal council – and try to compel it to create legislatively
potent neighborhood assemblies. These assemblies, it should be emphasized, would make
every effort to delegitimate and depose the statist organs that currently control their villages,
towns, or cities and thereafter act as the real engines in the exercise of power. 28

Communalism can also be distinguished from individualist ideologies which seek to remove or
dramatically reduce the state, such as certain forms of US “libertarianism”. Communalist
utopias offer a decentred collectivity, a pluralist unity, a harmonious dispersal; however framed,
they appear to embody contradiction.

28 Bookchin, “The Communalist Project”, p 109.

192

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 4

/

Communalist utopia

I
The communalist utopian tradition
Communalism, utopia and ecology
Some kind of accommodation between localised and centralised forms of organisation has
arguably long been present in utopian imaginings. In Plato’s Republic (c 386-367 BC), two
societies are sketched out by the main narrator, Socrates. 29 The first is smaller and has a local
focus, bringing together what appear to be a few hundred people agreed on partnering to meet
their mutual needs. 30 Socrates shows people working in occupations to which they are suited,
producing food or shoes or other items needed by the community. Some who are physically
weak conduct the marketplace, and others who are strong but lack the ability to be “partner”
producers become labourers working for wages. Money is used as a form of exchange for
produce. The small city (polis) appears to have no central authority or ruler or privileged class.
In considering its relation to justice and injustice, Socrates finds that it has people who are
adequately dressed for winter, eat well, live in harmony and control their population to avoid
“the twin dangers of poverty and war”. They keep to their own bounds, and trade with other
cities peacefully. This, he says, is the “true and healthy” city. People eat acorns, olives and
cheese and other simple foods, and “can expect to live in peace and good health, passing on at
a ripe old age and bequeathing the same life to their descendants”. 31
In other words, this is a life of constraint, situated in place. A primitivism is evidently in play,
quite probably one meant to be understood as less appealing than it might sound – a listener
responds with, “Socrates, that’s the kind of feed you’d provide if you were founding a city for
pigs”. 32 Socrates then promises to outline instead a “spoiled city”, with many luxuries. This will
be useful, he holds, to inquire into justice and injustice. After a long comic passage in which

29 There is necessarily some distance, probably considerable, between the real Socrates who was Plato’s famed
teacher, and Socrates as Plato’s fictional(ised) character.
30 Plato, The Republic, p 41.
31 Ibid, pp 43-44.
32 Ibid, p 44.
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Socrates glibly beguiles his hapless companions Glaucon and Adeimantus into agreeing to a
series of absurd propositions on the education of the city’s warrior class, the narrative seems to
move back into a properly utopian mode, describing a larger city of a few thousand. 33 Socrates
states that this is not intended as a blueprint, but as a “model in words” or paradigm. 34 The
exemplar city, however, is compared to the actual cities of the time.35 It is worth describing
some of its features, for many will reappear in contemporary utopian novels. Socrates’s city will
be a unity, unlike most actual cities. To achieve this, wealth and poverty will need to be
abolished. As in the initial simpler polis, people will work in the occupations to which they are
most suited, but this time they are divided into classes. Among the elite class of guardians
(soldiers and rulers), women and men will receive the same education, there will be no marriage
but instead women and children will be in common, and there will be communal houses and
meals. Personal wealth will be abolished, so that the reward for rulers is not gold but “a good
and sensible life”. 36
Plato plays with a variety of ways to guarantee that the guardian class work for the good of the
entire city, including giving philosophy a major role. The men and women chosen to rule will
be those most reluctant to rule or take up politics. 37 They will be chosen from those who reach
fifty, and each will “spend the rest of their lives taking turns at ordering the city, the individuals
and themselves”.38 The ideal is sought in the selection and education of just rulers – others
must then trust in and obey these rulers. In narrative structure, the various just and unjust cities
and their rulers are raised as a metaphor to discuss just and unjust actions and self-governance
in individuals, and various forms of organisation of Greek cities are considered at length. In its
relations with other cities, the spoiled city must “cut into our neighbors’ land to get enough for
plough and pasture, and they’ll do the same to us if they’ve also overstepped … and let
themselves go after the unlimited possession of wealth … So soon we’ll be at war”. 39 Some
reforms are suggested to inter-city wars, such as no slave-taking of Greeks and limiting the
damage to property.
Plato’s Laws has a similar structure. After several passages of comic legerdemain to convince
his fellow pilgrims of the “goods to be derived from correctly managed wine parties”, 40 the

33 Arguably the narrative turns when Socrates says “Won’t the best precaution be to have them truly well
educated?” The dialogue that follows strongly suggests that until this point the narrative hasn’t actually yet
addressed the issue, despite dozens of pages of pretence, but will now do so: ibid, p 86.
34 Ibid, p 137.
35 Noting that the period Plato has chosen as the setting for his narrative is contested.
36 Plato, The Republic, p 181.
37 Ibid.
38 Ibid, p 200.
39 Ibid, p 45.
40 Plato, The Laws of Plato, p 32.

194

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 4

/

Communalist utopia

main narrator, the “Athenian stranger”, paints a primitivist ideal based on the life of isolated
herding communities, coming together in groups where war is unknown:
They were well off in cloaks, bedding, houses, and equipment for use over the fires and also
for tasks that didn’t call for fire. For not one of the molding and weaving arts requires iron;
and a god has given these two arts to provide for all these things for human beings, so that
whenever the human race finds itself in such straits it may be able to grow and progress. Hence
they weren’t terribly poor, and weren’t compelled by poverty to differ with one another. On
the other hand, since they lacked gold and silver they didn’t ever become rich, either—and
such was their situation then. Now the most well bred dispositions usually spring up in a home
when neither wealth nor poverty dwell there. For neither insolence nor injustice, nor again
jealousies and ill will, come into being there. 41

Again, narrative commitment is undercut by a comic textual marker, here a comparison of this
form of community to that of the brutal man-eating Cyclops in Homer’s Odyssey. 42 The
narrative then moves to a plan for a “second-best city”, Magnesia. The first-best is
unachievable by any but “gods or the children of gods” where everything is shared in common:
women, children, sensory perception, consciousness – a preter-human psychic unity which will
later be depicted in science fictions of telepathic gestalt communities.43
A number of features of Plato’s second-best city of Magnesia are worth mentioning, since they
will reappear in the contemporary works. For citizens, there will be an income floor and ceiling,
and a ban against any increase in land holdings. Equality will be achieved by “proportional
[proportionate] inequality”, with four classes created reflecting initial levels of wealth. Coins
will be used, but made of material valueless outside the city, to discourage acquisition of wealth
and foreign luxuries. Interest cannot be charged on money lent. Some ruling positions are
chosen by a vote skewed towards the higher classes, some by lot, aiming for “a mean between a
monarchic and a democratic regime”. Some roles are rotated. Attention is always given to
making sure members of the community possess virtue, with education very much
emphasised. 44 Women are to take most roles, and learn the use of arms.45 The common
interest is to be placed over the private interest. 46
Ecologically, both The Republic and Laws embrace restraint, to ensure systems are not depleted,
expressly to avoid the need for war. Both works suggest more modest lifestyles and reduced
consumption. Occasionally, aspects of place are considered, where they might “breed better

41
42
43
44
45
46

Ibid, pp 61-62.
Homer, The Odyssey, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 2004 (originally c BC 1188).
Plato, The Laws of Plato, pp 125-126.
Ibid, pp 129-158.
Ibid, p 170.
Ibid, pp 270-271.
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and worse human beings”. 47 Aspects of Plato’s communalism can be found in other extant
classical works, usually in less radical form.
There are also strains of communalism within early Christianity. Christian communalism, as
well as Christian communism, is grounded in Acts of the Apostles (c 60-150) which describes
ownership in common and a distribution to each apostle according to need. 48 Christian
“cenobitic” (community-based rather than entirely solitary) monasticism draws on this legacy.
Various authors trace monastic history from the “fellowship of brothers” of Pachomius
(established c 320),49 who brought monks together into communities within which they lived in
group houses. According to accounts of its rules, only a scant few items of clothing could be
individually owned. 50 St Augustine’s rules (424) for his sister’s priory have similar precepts. 51
Augustine and Pachomius proffer many of the same strictures (obedience, prayer at set times,
humbleness, chastity, no touching, plain clothing, reporting others’ infractions, punishments); a
design with the utopian aim of supporting the spiritual growth of both individual and
community.52
A Judaic communitarian ideal has also been identified in the Essenes (c 2nd century BC to 68),
an all-male order said to have no slaves, to “help the deserving”, eschew pleasure and share
goods in common:
They despise riches, and their sharing of goods is admirable; there is not found among them
any one who has greater wealth than another …among them all there appears neither abject
poverty nor superabundance of wealth, but the possessions of each are mingled together, and
there is, as among brothers, one property common to all. 53

In the Middle Ages, the Christian monastic tradition idealised an ascetic life of work and prayer
within a hierarchal, single-sex institution, and embraced the rules of Augustine quoted above. 54
This tradition still endures, having survived periods of suppression and reform. Interactions
with the broader communities within which they were situated were, however, often limited.
With exceptions (St Francis of Assisi, for example), a sense of regard for other beings was

47
48
49
50
51
52

Ibid, p 135.
“Acts of the Apostles”, in New Testament, 4:32-35.
See eg Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism: From the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages.
Pachomius, “The Rules Of Pachomius”.
Augustine of Hippo, Letters 211-270, 1-29 (Epistulae), pp 21-25.
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related to their creation by God, which might then lead to their recognition as beings, as in this
remark by Augustine:
That in all natures, of every kind and rank, God is glorified
All natures, then, inasmuch as they are, and have therefore a rank and species of their own, and
a kind of internal harmony, are certainly good. 55.

Mediaeval ideal communities sought to recover a pre-lapsarian simplicity, a world without
property ownership, where sexual desire and sins were eliminated and pure communion with
the divine might be achieved. They were diverse and federated and, taken as a whole, they had
many features of a communitarian society. Each order had its own distinct practices, while
maintaining a shared ethos and organisational affiliations within a broader church. But, at the
same time, they maintained elaborate hierarchies. While they enacted aspects of communalist
thought, their overall structure was at heart therefore quite different from the one described in
the opening to this chapter.
Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) also has communalist features. Although it is a kingdom, within
cities the various leaders are elected, initially by groups of thirty families or farms, and at higher
levels by those representatives, with various forms of assembly and recall. 56 The preamble
makes clear that the work writes against a world where conquest and subjection, rather than
good governance, are the main aims of its kings. It specifically addresses the miseries of
homelessness and poverty caused by enclosure, lack of work and disproportionately harsh
laws. 57 More’s depiction of Utopia is highly detailed and cannot be described in full here, but
relevant to later discussions is Utopia’s relative wealth, achieved by having no idlers (in which
he variously includes the rich, priests, beggars and many women and servants). 58 He asserts
that, “all things being there common, every man hath abundance …”. 59 The design is strongly
configured to eliminate poverty, with upper bounds set on property and wealth. 60 More
references Plato several times, and some elements, for example couples viewing each other
naked before agreeing to marry, are direct borrowings. However, More’s “all things in
common” does not extend to women; marriages are conventionally monogamous and adultery

55 Augustine of Hippo, The City of God, trans Marcus Dods, Hendrickson, Peabody (MA), 2009, p 346 (originally
413-426).
56 More, “Utopia”, pp 55-56.
57 Ibid, pp 16-27.
58 Ibid, pp 59-60.
59 Ibid, p 44.
60 Ibid, p 45.
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is illegal. 61 Every city in Utopia has institutions, laws and culture which are so “like” that there
is almost no discernable difference between them:
whoso knoweth one of them knoweth them all, they be all so like one to another as far forth as
the nature of the place permitteth. 62

Some credible aspects of “federation” are present in the councils held each year where
representatives from each city “entreat and debate of the common matters of the land”; 63
however by and large, Utopia is a homogeneous nation, with little to negotiate, patriarchal
authority figures and a fairly high level of control over the lives of citizens. More is perhaps
more optimistic than Plato about peace between cities, since he conceives that the federated
cities will have harmonious relations. 64 Peaceable co-existence does not apply to other nations’
land, which may be taken by force if necessary.65
There is a strong sense of pleasure in work, particularly in agricultural work, in which many
people choose to stay longer than their requisite two years:
many of them have such a pleasure and delight in husbandry that they obtain a longer space of
years. 66

Even in the cities, “they set great store by their gardens”, 67 and there is a strong perception of
“the fairness and beauty of the world”. 68 Utopians believe “that the souls of brute beasts be
immortal and everlasting”. 69 At the same time, any land not under human tillage or settlement
is considered to be “void and vacant to no good”. A “law of nature” is evoked to justify that
land should be “nourished and relieved”, that is, placed under human settlement. 70
Among Enlightenment thinkers, Rousseau’s political ideas were perhaps the most
communalist. He published The Social Contract (1762) at a time when ongoing poverty and
misery were the condition of around one-third of the French population, 71 but when the
optimism and new ideas of the Enlightenment suggested social change might be possible.
Rousseau argued we should set aside the idea that rule over others was by right. Further, he
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located responsibility for rural impoverishment in the opulent lifestyles of the capital. In his
ideal, all states, except those comprising a single city, would have a dispersed government:
Populate the territory uniformly, extend the same rights everywhere, spread everywhere
abundance and life; this is how the State will become simultaneously the strongest and the best
governed that may be possible. Remember that the walls of the towns are constructed solely of
the wreckage of farm houses. For every palace that I see built in the capital, I seem to see a
whole rural district laid in ruins. 72

This is a radically anti-centralist statement. Geographically, and perhaps politically, Rousseau’s
ideal state is a confederation. Some further suggestions from Rousseau’s ideal society are
familiar from earlier writers: limiting the amount of land that may be owned (to that which is
occupied, worked and required for subsistence), the subordination of the private interest to
common interest, and a substantial reduction in the gap between the wealthy and the poor. 73
“All things in common” has all but disappeared in Rousseau, replaced with “the common
good”. Liberty and equality, rather than Plato’s virtue and equality, are the objects. 74 Work and
participation in the public sphere are superior to money and luxury:
Give money and soon you will have chains. That word finance is a slave’s word; it is unknown
among citizens. In a state that is really free, the citizens do everything with their hands and
nothing with money … Among the Greeks, whatever the people had to do, they did
themselves; they were constantly assembled in the public space. 75

Claiming Roman precedent, Rousseau argues the necessity of frequent people’s assemblies. In
these he holds that, no matter what other business is discussed, the questions of the form of
government and the people administering it should always be put to a vote; effectively, the
people would be given the power of leadership recall. 76 Assemblies for the most part should
attempt to approach consensus rather than achieve a mere majority vote. 77
As The Social Contract deals almost entirely with human politics, we must look to Rousseau’s
earlier Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Mankind (1755) for relations with
the other-than-human. In numerous places, he refers to “man and other animals”, which
decentres the human. He also recognises non-human subjectivity: “All animals have ideas, since
all animals have senses; they even combine their ideas to a certain degree”.78 Similarly, he finds
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that animals can share pity, and that many are moved by death. 79 In addition, he extends this
recognition to suggest we owe animals a duty:
if I am obliged not to injure any being like myself, it is not so much because he is a reasonable
being, as because he is a sensible being; and this quality, by being common to men and beasts,
ought to exempt the latter from any unnecessary injuries the former might be able to do
them. 80

These perspectives express solidarity and are in the ecophilosophical domain of regard. A
suggestion of holism is also present:
The earth, left to its own natural fertility, and covered with immense woods that no hatchet
ever disfigured, offers at every step food and shelter to every species of animals. 81

The poverty and inequity that Rousseau had witnessed increased over the next decade, and the
French Revolution followed. The nineteenth century saw a variety of socialisms, communisms
and anarchisms emerge, among them communalist utopian imaginings. Charles Fourier’s is an
early if particularly idiosyncratic example of communalism, combining utopian whimsy, socially
progressive ideas on the place of women/sexual relations and a scathing critique of mercantile
capitalism, colonialism, “commercial feudalism” and the inequalities of his era. 82 As Jonathan
Beecher observes, Fourier also critiqued then prevalent ideologies, such as Catholicism, social
contracts, the progressive claims of the Enlightenment and even the “liberté, égalité” of the
French Revolution, all of which had failed to produce the kind of changes necessary to meet
the basic needs of the poor. 83 Engels describes Fourier as the first writer to theorise how
superabundance produces poverty, and other contradictions, within capitalism. 84
Fourier’s ideal future world is organised into a federation of phalansteries, each of which is to
be organised as a community of communities, grouping people in series according to their
passions and interests. These are further divided into three social classes, with the highest not
able to earn more than three times the income of the lowest. 85 Wealth and sensual pleasure, or
“passionate attraction”, and rivalry between groups will motivate achievement. 86 Enthusiasm
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for work would follow as a matter of course, particularly for agricultural work, the primary
form of industry in the phalanstery. 87
As each person will live in the situation to which their particular passions are suited, conflicts
will disappear and be replaced by harmony. 88 After the transitional period to establish the
“administrative unity of the globe”, including a common language, 89 there will be no need for a
state; “nor, apart from ‘a few cases of arbitration,’ would there be a need for judges, courts,
police, or any other coercive agent”. 90 Fourier’s is a form of utopianism which assumes the
utopia in and of itself perfects or completes the human. The closest institution to a state would
be a “Supreme Council of Industry”. This body, called the Areopagus, would issue no laws but
merely make recommendations for planting times and repair work – none of which a Phalanx
was obliged to follow. 91 Most official roles would be purely ceremonial. 92
Fourier is recognised as an early socialist, and aspects of his concept of “association” are
echoed by later writers. To a purist, his socialist credentials would be unsatisfactory, since he
advocates inequality even as he reduces its effects so that all have “at least a modicum of
wealth”. 93 However, his views on work are compatible with later socialist reforms. He insisted
on the “right to work … without which all the other rights are useless” and that work be both
suitable to the person and freely chosen.94
Several additional features of Fourier’s ideal should be noted as points of comparison with later
works. Children will have a “natural education”, meaning they will learn prodigiously simply by
following their interests and taking part in all kinds of work. 95 Everyone will engage with
knowledge, science and the arts. 96 Monogamy, fidelity and marriage will be a matter of personal
choice rather than societal expectation. 97 Women’s freedom is particularly important to social
progress; he anticipates that women, if freed from bondage, will prove talented in unanticipated
ways. 98

87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98

Ibid, pp 11-12.
Ibid, pp 13-15.
Ibid, pp 21, 205.
Beecher, Charles Fourier: The Visionary and His World, p 253.
Ibid, pp 253-254.
Ibid, pp 254-255.
Fourier, The Theory of the Four Movements, pp 13, 20. In his “seventh period” the effects of inequality are reduced;
in the “eighth period” of contrasts this may not be so: ibid, p 118.
Ibid, pp 122, 192.
Ibid, pp 14, 68.
Ibid, p 69.
Ibid, p 109ff.
Ibid, pp 92-93.

201

/ Anne

Melano

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

Fourier’s “nature” is focussed largely on ideal human relations, with animals reductively
classified as “harmful” or “useful”, wild or domestic. 99 There is a suggestion that animals have
de-evolved from an earlier, ideal state. 100 The impact of wars which “ravage the earth” is
acknowledged. 101 Of the ecophilosophical ideas discussed in Chapter 1, aesthetic appreciation –
an element of ecopoiesis – makes an occasional appearance. His strong sense of the human
passions and history as shaped by nature is an aspect of relatedness, but his instrumentalised
roles for the other-than-human take this in a different direction from contemporary theorists.
Communalism can also be found in the more community-based anarchist thinkers. Proudhon,
without being a communalist, contributed several key ideas, including that beyond possession
by a occupier/user “property is theft”, worker control and what will later be known as “the
commune of communes”. Initially he proposes replacing all forms of authority with
contracts. 102 In The Principle of Federation (1863), he offers a societal vision of federation at all
levels – between families, towns (communes), groups of towns or states, and industrial and
agricultural workers. 103 This is not communalism as defined above, since Proudhon does not
wish to locate the main locus of decision-making in the local community any more than in the
state:
federal powers can never exceed in number and significance those of local or provincial
authorities, just as the latter can never outweigh the rights and prerogatives of man and citizen.
If it were otherwise, the community would become communistic [la commune serait une
communauté]; the federation would revert to centralized monarchy … 104

At each level of federation, as much autonomy as possible is reserved, for example to the
worker before the industrial association, the household before the town, and the town before
the province. Proudhon advocates making every attempt to “reduce the role of the centre”.
Nations should be confederations, and Europe “a confederation of confederations”. 105 A
confederal body would ideally be comprised of an “assembly of delegates” from the member
states. 106 Labour would be free, but industry and agriculture would federate in arrangements
mutually agreed and designed for “common prosperity”. 107
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Concerning the other-than-human, Proudhon’s perspective is similar to Rousseau’s. He argues
that the human and the animal share a social and moral sense, including attributes of sympathy,
courage, communication, love, fidelity, quarrelsomeness and aggression. 108 “Man, then, is an
animal living in society.” 109 He differentiates the human solely on the basis of a sense of law
and justice. 110 This is relatedness, a partial step towards regard and care, which require the
recognition of the other’s subjectivity.
Bakunin developed Proudhon’s anti-state anarchism into a version of communalism, rejecting
the notion of a free, pre-contract individual. Freedom arises from social formations and
interactions:
To be free signifies that man shall be recognized and treated as such by another man, by all
men who surround him. Liberty then is not a fact springing from isolation but from reciprocal
action, a fact not of exclusion, but, on the contrary, of social interaction … 111

Like Marx (and Augustine), Bakunin advocates “more work from the strong and able, less from
the weak and unable, and distributing earnings not according to the work but according to the
needs of each”. 112 He describes ending institutions such as the state, and, like Marx and Engels,
the legal system, inheritance and individually owned property. 113 A major point of difference
from them is his rejection of hierarchy in the transitional stage: from the beginning, the
revolutionary movement should be worker-led and evolve from the members’ “interests and
instincts”. 114 He vehemently condemns any form of state. Bakunin articulated a number of
ideas adopted in later utopian texts. In a liberated future, he suggests that daily mundane labour
for all will be combined with intellectual pursuits. 115 Worker associations may be industrial,
agricultural, scientific or artistic. 116 He anticipates that diversity will be embraced, including that
of individuals. 117 All children are to have individualised education, 118 communities will embrace
“people of every language and nationality”, 119 and there will be cultural difference:

108 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, What is Property? An Inquiry into the Principle of Right and of Government, trans Benj R
Tucker, Dover, New York, 1970, pp 227-228 (originally 1840).
109 Ibid, p 225.
110 Ibid, p 229.
111 Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, p 266. Citing “The Knouto-Geermanic Empire
and the Social Revolution”, c 1870s.
112 Michael Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy, ed Marshall S Shatz, trans Marshall S Shatz, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1990, p 213 (originally 1873).
113 Ibid, p 219.
114 Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, p 317. Citing “Protestation of the Alliance”, c
1871.
115 Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy, p 135.
116 Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, p 298. Citing “A Circular Letter to My Friends in
Italy”, c 1871
117 Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy, p 136.
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A fatherland represents the incontestable and sacred right of every man, of every human
group, association, commune, region, and nation to live, to feel, to think, to want, and to act in
its own way— and this manner of living and feeling is always the incontestable result of a long
historic development. 120

The patriarchal family will be abolished along with the patriarchal state. 121 Women are no
longer “in common”; instead, they are liberated, 122 as are children. 123 Marriage will probably
disappear. 124 Education will include science and scientific thinking, human morality and
practical education for work. 125 Adolescents will engage in “real work under the guidance of
their teachers”. 126 Crime will also gradually disappear. 127 Expulsion will be the main redress. 128
The idle will be given “clinical treatment” and, if this is unsuccessful, they can claim basic
sustenance only. 129
Just as Bakunin rejects the pre-contract individual, he refuses a man-nature dualism. He situates
the human within “universal Nature” 130 and on a continuum with other life, with which we are
mutually inter-dependent:
In Nature as in human society, which in itself is nothing but Nature, everything that lives does
so only under the supreme condition of intervening in the most positive manner in the life of
others — intervening in as powerful a manner as the particular nature of a given individual
permits it to do so. To do away with this reciprocal influence would spell death in the full
sense of the word. 131

Bakunin describes morality, will and language as attributes shared with other animals. 132 Insofar
as humans have come to exceed others in abstract thought and abstract speech, he sees these as
entirely natural developments (material, evolutionary), as is human sociality and any

118 Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, p 331. Citing “Federation, Socialism, and AntiTheologism”, c 1867.
119 Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy, p 90.
120 Bakunin, The Political Philosophy of Bakunin: Scientific Anarchism, p 324. Citing “A Circular Letter to My Friends in
Italy”, c 1871.
121 Ibid, p 326. Citing “The Program of the Slavic Section of the International”, 1872.
122 Ibid. Citing “Letters on Patriotism”, c 1869.
123 Ibid, p 327. Citing “The Program of the Alliance of International Revolution”.
124 Ibid.
125 Ibid, pp 328-329. Citing “A Circular Letter to My Friends in Italy”, c 1871.
126 Ibid, p 333. Citing “Integral Education”, c 1869.
127 Ibid, p 343. Citing “The Program of the Alliance of International Revolution”.
128 Ibid, p 339.
129 Ibid, p 345.
130 Ibid, p 91. Citing “God and the State”, c 1871.
131 Ibid, p 264. Citing “Protestation of the Alliance”.
132 Ibid, pp 93, 95. Citing “Philosophical Considerations”; “Federation, Socialism, and Anti-Theologism”.
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modifications humans may make to “external Nature”. 133 Non-natural aspects do exist, but
these are only those “fictitious, privileged, legal, and official influences” within human
organisation, the “pretentious claims and despotic acts of men” which anarchism would
abolish. 134
The French socialists who took part in the Paris Commune (18 March to 28 May 1871) were
influenced by Proudhon’s vision of ideal social organisation. 135 The Commune’s Declaration to
the French People, sometimes called the Manifesto of the Paris Commune, calls for an association of
Communes:
The only limit to the autonomy of the Commune should be the equal right to autonomy for all
communes adhering to the contract, whose association shall insure French unity …
Political unity, as Paris wants it, is the voluntary association of all local initiatives, the
spontaneous and free concourse of all individual energies in view of a common goal: the wellbeing, the freedom and the security of all. 136

Some within the Commune called for all industries to be organised as federated workers’
associations, or for abandoned factories to be given over to workers’ co-operatives. 137 A wages
cap was introduced. Social reforms of all kinds were sought, from a more progressive tax
system to free education and the removal of religion from schools. 138 An artists’ federation was
established; communard Louise Michel described an eagerness for the arts and sciences:
We wanted, all at the same time, the arts, sciences, literature, discoveries, the flame
of life. We couldn’t wait to escape from the old world. 139
Other major writers in the area are of course Marx and Engels. Might their ideals for future
communist society also be considered communalist? Arguably “yes”, but not unequivocally so.
During and for an unspecified period after a proletarian revolution, The Communist Manifesto
suggests that the centralisation of power and a strong state will be needed:
The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the
bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the hands of the State. 140

133 Ibid, p 94. Citing “Federation, Socialism, and Anti-Theologism”.
134 Ibid, pp 264, 265. Citing “Protestation of the Alliance”; “The Knouto-Germanic Empire and the Social
Revolution”.
135 Stewart Edwards, The Communards of Paris, 1871, Thames and Hudson, London, 1973, p 38.
136 Commune de Paris, “Déclaration au Peuple Français.”
137 Eugene Schulkind, The Paris Commune of 1871: The View from the Left, trans Eugene Schulkind, Jonathan Cape,
London, 1972, pp 161, 175.
138 Edwards, The Communards of Paris, 1871, pp 73, 113.
139 “On voulait tout à la fois arts, sciences, littérature, découvertes, la vie flamboyait. On avait hâte de s’échapper
du vieux monde”: Louise Michel, “La Commune”, in La Commune; Histoire et Souvenirs, La Découverte, Paris,
1999, p 156 (originally 1898).
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The revolution envisioned in several of Marx and Engels’s writings is two-staged: first, a period
when the proletariat will overthrow state power and establish a “dictatorship of the
proletariat”; then, after a period of transition, a shift to the classless society (communism). 141 In
Anti-Dühring, Engels famously anticipates that the state will “wither away” when this revolution
is complete. 142 The nature of decision-making is organised within the state-less unity is unclear,
as there is no reference to ongoing negotiated exchange. The post-revolutionary social
structure is often deliberately placed over the narrative horizon by Marx and Engels as a matter
for the post-revolutionary workers themselves to determine. Political issues at the time may
also have made a communalist vision problematic – doctrinal quarrels with the anarchists, or
concerns that small scale utopian enactments by Owenites and Fourierists were dissipating
energies needed to transform society.
In addition, as Lenin points out, Marx was averse to “utopian” socialist imaginings, 143 in the
sense of ideal models of the future not grounded in historical conditions, as opposed to
“scientific” accounts of socialism arising from economic and historical analysis. Utopian
socialists such as Fourier, Saint Simon and Robert Owen were praised by Marx and Engels as
historical figures who had been in the vanguard of a critique of capitalism, rather than as
providers of models for the future. 144
It is possible to argue, as Lenin did in 1917, that the Paris Commune offered Marx the
historical substance needed to observe and describe the shape of the classless society to be
created by the proletariat. 145 Engels’s 1891 introduction to Marx’s The Civil War in France
similarly suggested “Look at the Paris Commune. That was the Dictatorship of the
Proletariat”. 146 Whether Marx saw the Paris Commune as definitively as implied, that is, as
“the” classless society rather than as merely one, historically-grounded, possibility, is unknown,
but his account in The Civil War in France is supportive of aspects of its program associated with
communalism. Marx’s essay, written as events were unfolding in 1871, describes with approval
the efforts of the Communards to model self-government by workers, to establish the workers’
power of recall over leadership roles, and of their aspiration that national assemblies of

140 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, “The Communist Manifesto”, in Rethinking the Western Tradition : The
Communist Manifesto, ed Jeffrey C Isaac, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2012, p 91 (originally
1848).
141 See eg Karl Marx, Critique of the Gotha Program, Wildside Press, Rockville (MD), 2008, p 39 (originally 1891;
from 1875 manuscript).
142 Engels, Anti-Dühring: Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science, pp 332-333.
143 Vladimir I Ulianov (Lenin), The State and Revolution, trans Anon, Australian Socialist Party, Sydney, 1920, p 41
(originally 1918).
144 See eg Engels, Anti-Dühring: Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science, pp 304ff.
145 Ulianov (Lenin), The State and Revolution, pp 40-41.
146 Frederick Engels, “Introduction”, in The Civil War in France, trans Anon, Foreign Languages Press, Peking,
1970, p 18 (originally 1891).
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delegates should replace centralised state power.147 In the same work, both Marx and Engels
are highly critical of “the state”, understood as a body separate from the “social body”. 148
However, somewhat ambiguously for communalism (in the sense of localism), although
lambasting “centralized State power”, 149 Marx also refutes an identification of the Paris
Commune with simple forms of anti-centralism. Freedom to organise locally is a by-product of
emancipation more generally. 150
In terms of relations with the other-than-human, it was of course widely understood in this and
other periods that the human depends for survival on other aspects of the world collectively
called “nature”. In Marx, however, as John Bellamy Foster points out, this was taken further,
so that this relationship was seen as unity characterised as an exchange; one broken by
capitalism. Marx writes:
It is not the unity of living and active humanity with the natural, inorganic conditions of their
metabolic exchange with nature, and hence their appropriation of nature, which requires
explanation or is the result of a historic process, but rather the separation between these
inorganic conditions of human existence and this active existence, a separation which is
completely posited only in the relation of wage labour and capital. 151

Although in “metabolic exchange” with nature, the human is nonetheless the active agent
(through labour), and it is the type of labour that distinguishes the human from other beings. 152
Marx also argues that the human can be distinguished from others through an ability to
envisage a species destiny (for example, communism) and bring this about via historical
change. 153 In the passage quoted above, he clearly connects capitalism with the alienation of
labour (the human) from World. This is an expression of (broken) synergy and contains elements
of interconnection – elements only, however, since this particular passage addresses the
“inorganic”, rather than living systems. Ted Benton argues that crucial aspects of Marx’s
theories rest on his perception of “a fundamental opposition between human and animal
nature”, whereas at other points Marx placed the human together with other living beings on a
continuum. 154
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Acknowledging Darwin among others, Engels also saw nature as an entire, interconnected system
in a continual state of flux: “in nature nothing takes place in isolation”. 155 Labour, he believed,
was the defining quality which developed differences between the human and other animals in
areas such as language and tool-making, leading in time to art, science and law. 156 History is
created by the larger scale actions of the human, and from these, unintended impacts on
systems follow, such as deforestation, changes to local climates and famines. 157 Nor have the
benefits of production flowed to the people:
In the most advanced industrial countries we have subdued the forces of nature and pressed
them into the service of mankind; we have thereby infinitely multiplied production, so that a
child now produces more than a hundred adults previously did. And what is the result?
Increasing overwork and increasing misery of the masses, and every ten years a great
collapse. 158

With science and a better understanding of the unity of man and nature also comes hope,
however; not only of avoiding such disasters but also of overcoming false dualisms such as
mind/matter and man/nature:
And, in fact, with every day that passes we are learning to understand these laws more
correctly, and getting to know both the more immediate and the more remote consequences of
our interference with the traditional course of nature. … But the more this happens, the more
will men not only feel, but also know, their unity with nature, and thus the more impossible
will become the senseless and antinatural idea of a contradiction between mind and matter,
man and nature, soul and body … 159

Engels’s understanding of science is clearly one of synergy. The need for restraint can be noted;
attention to the sustaining qualities of place; and an understanding of the needs of systems,
which are necessary preconditions of co-existence.
One socialist with an explicit decentralised, communalist vision is, of course, William Morris.
In News from Nowhere (1890), after a period of revolutionary struggle against “the tyrants of
society” and its aftermath, communism is established. 160 London and the countryside are resited as a series of towns and villages: 161

155 Frederick Engels, “The Part Played by Labour in the Transition from Ape to Man”, in Dialectics of Nature, ed
Clemens Dutt, trans Clemens Dutt, International Publishers, New York, 1949, p 289 (originally 1896 (this
essay)).
156 Ibid, pp 283-289.
157 Ibid, pp 291-292.
158 Engels, Dialectics of Nature, p 19.
159 Engels, “The Part Played by Labour in the Transition from Ape to Man”, pp 292-293.
160 Morris, News from Nowhere, pp 109ff.
161 Ibid, pp 71-74.
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we discourage centralization all we can, and we have long ago dropped the pretension to be the
market of the world. 162

Morris’s vision of the future seeks a shift away from lack and poverty, “the squalor which our
immediate ancestors put up with”, 163 and towards, not so much moderation, as plenty:
Clara: “Of course we can afford it, or else we shouldn’t do it. It would be easy enough for us
to say, we will only spend our labour on making our clothes comfortable: but we don’t choose
to stop there. … Does it seem to you as if we starved ourselves of food in order to make
ourselves fine clothes?” 164

However, this move is not towards riches per se, but towards increased art, leisure and a certain
excess of adornment, which appears to be compensatory for the privations of the past. The gay
clothing of the happy harvesters is positioned against memories of “the row of gaunt figures,
lean, flat-breasted, ugly, without a grace of form or face about them; dressed in wretched
skimpy print gowns, and hideous flapping sun-bonnets, moving their rakes in a listless
mechanical way”. 165
There is also a strong commitment to work-pleasure, which is particularly strong in agriculture
and artisanship.166 Labour saving devices are used to assist them, since “All work which would
be irksome to do by hand is done by immensely improved machinery; and in all work which it
is a pleasure to do by hand machinery is done without”. 167
Decision-making is preceded by participatory discussion by all members of a community at
regular meetings called Motes. His model envisages near-consensus by the majority, rather than
either a purely consensual or purely democratic model. 168
Throughout the work, Morris positions the human in the natural world, an orientation of inness, and suggests that we are ill-served by industrialisation, just as much as streams and fields
are ill-served. Delight in being, in making, in seeing, gives a constant presence to the otherthan-human world in Morris’s work, a form of ecopoiesis which is experienced through all the
senses including touch.
In Fields, Factories and Workshops (1898) Kropotkin analyses the productivity of the large
industrial enterprises and agriculturalists, and compares these unfavourably to those of small

162
163
164
165
166
167
168

Ibid, p 70.
Ibid, p 138.
Ibid, pp 143-144. See also p 138.
Ibid, pp 22-23, 149.
Ibid, pp 137-138.
Ibid, p 100.
Ibid, pp 90-91.
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shops and farms. He writes against “sweated” labour, centralised industry and production lines,
as well as enclosures and the alienation of the farmer from nature. 169
Kropotkin’s vision is of decentralisation both of industry and of the functions of government,
and integration within the village and its surrounds of both workshops and agriculture. 170
There are similarities with Morris: the bounteous harvests of small communities in France are
described in the language of the golden age; 171 the vision is inclusive of both women and men;
machines do the onerous chores, and handwork the remainder. 172
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) and With Her in Ourland (1916) depict a feminist
utopia, sometimes described as communalist. 173 Herland has both state and local communities,
but it is difficult to make a meaningful distinction between them, since all inhabitants are in
agreement on most things. The women practise a form of socialism which is informed by
science so that, by careful study and improved agricultural methods, scarcity and disease have
been eliminated. There is equality in social status, and all have access to quality food and other
necessities. The nuclear family (or any all-female equivalent) has been dissolved, and along with
it the private home; 174 sex has to be rediscovered after relationships are formed with male
arrivals; and motherhood is revered. In Herland, the shared utopian project is that of how to
improve education and the quality of life for the next generation through a socialism of gradual
change, rather than revolution. All the women are vegetarians. 175 A kind of localism is
practised, so that each village is more or less self-sufficient in food, thereby avoiding
unnecessary transportation.176 Population control is also practised, a form of restraint which
acknowledges limits. Many of the women are foresters, and one of the features of Herland is its
complete state of cultivation: even the forests are tended. 177 Large grazing animals, which
compete for space, have been removed. 178 The other-than-human are treated with a form of
care, but one centred on human needs. Cats, for example, have been selectively bred so that
they can’t yowl; the opposite response to letting-be. 179

169 Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Workshops: or Industry Combined With Agriculture and Brain Work with Manual Work,
p 19.
170 Ibid, pp 22, 350ff; Kropotkin, The Conquest of Bread, p 37.
171 Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Workshops: or Industry Combined With Agriculture and Brain Work with Manual Work,
pp 190-196.
172 Ibid, pp 350-351.
173 See eg Graham J Murphy, “Considering Her Ways: In(ter)secting Matriarchal Utopias”, Science Fiction Studies,
2008, vol 35, no 2.
174 Gilman, Herland, p 125.
175 Ibid, p 48.
176 Gilman, With Her in Ourland, p 135.
177 Gilman, Herland, pp 13-14.
178 Ibid, p 47.
179 Ibid, p 49.
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Notable features relevant to comparison with later works include the scientific approach to
improving the edible qualities of trees, the education of children in ways so well-aligned with
their natural inclinations that “They never knew they were being educated”, 180 and an attention
to psychological health.
A common motivation in the examples discussed has been to alleviate the ills arising from
inequality – poverty and homelessness, and also social discord. Over time, this vision has
become both more passionate and more inclusive: no longer hoped for Greeks alone, but for
all nations; no longer just for “citizens” but also for those previously designated “slaves”. Over
time, writers have become more confident that the people might be able to govern themselves
or appoint their own leaders. A preoccupation with preparing hereditary or otherwise strong
rulers is no longer central.
If we were to consider the conditions of emergence of the communalist utopia, given that a
common impulse was inequality we should not be surprised to find that the form has seen a
perennial flowering; at least some examples of communalist visions were found in each period
considered (the rich are always with us). By far the greatest outpouring, however, has been
associated with the period of the industrial revolution, notably in socialist and anarchist
thinkers from Fourier to Bakunin and through to the pre-October revolution Lenin. Was social
inequality greater under industrialisation than under feudalism? It might depend on which
period, but overall probably not. We might tentatively propose, then, that a second condition
for the reinvigoration of this form might be the possibility of social change seeming to lie
within our grasp; or, perhaps more accurately, a period of intense change might also bring with
it the hope that, amid all of the renegotiation of social relations, there also lies a real
opportunity to remake the world into something better. It scarcely needs to be added that
revelations of the repressive nature of centralised twentieth century “state socialisms”
diminished (but did not erase) the vigour of socialist imaginings. Arguably, various democratic
socialisms were enacted at least to a degree in many nations. Not so anti-state communalism as
discussed here – locally-based, collective forms of organisation are enacted on a small scale, for
example in movements in Spain; however, communalist anarcho-socialism seems to have faded
from view in most of the West as part of lost (mourned) utopian history.

180 Ibid, p 108.

211

/ Anne

Melano

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

II
Communalist utopia in the terminus age
We turn now to five more recent writers of communalist utopias. Of the utopian sub-genres
discussed, the communalist is the only one which gives traditional utopian attention to the
design of political life and leadership. Decision-making is managed through a variety of
participatory and representative strategies which are, for the most part, entirely contiguous with
the utopian communalisms of the previous periods discussed above. These arrangements will
therefore not be discussed in any great detail here; nor, for the same reason, will their common
ownership of goods and property, income floors and ceilings, pleasure in work, shortened
working hours which allow time for creative and intellectual pursuits, expectations that all will
contribute set hours of basic labour needed to maintain a community or communal living
arrangements to replace the nuclear family. All of these features persist in the majority of these
works, and we can note that deep ecologist Næss suggests combining “industrial and
agricultural activity … intellectual and manual work”. 181
These writings have various publication dates from 1962 to 1999, although all but Kim Stanley
Robinson’s were first published in the 1960s and 1970s. Several are clearly associated with the
social movements of the 1960s and 1970s (although Huxley’s is a little earlier, Robinson’s
later). The period saw student uprising in Paris (May 1968), the Vietnam Moratorium
movement in the US and Australia (1969-1971) and the widespread demands by women,
Indigenous people, gay and lesbian communities and others for fundamental social change –
aspects of which flowed through into actual change in the years that followed: the outlawing of
many forms of discrimination, the recognition of Indigenous land rights, the increased support
for disadvantaged groups. 182 Radical social change and the remaking of the world seemed not
only possible but, to the more optimistic, certain. In 1969 Murray Bookchin was able to write:

181 Næss, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement. A Summary”, pp 97-98.
182 In Australia alone, some of the many changes in the period were: The ban on married women holding
permanent positions in the Commonwealth Public Service was abolished in 1966. The referendum to change
the Constitution to include Indigenous people was held in 1967. The determination on equal pay for work of
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What we are witnessing is the breakdown of a century and a half of embourgeoisement and an
erosion of all bourgeois institutions at a point in history when the boldest concepts of utopia
are realizable. 183

Bookchin’s vision was a communalist one. Other ecophilosophical thinkers have embraced
forms of communalism. Bill Devall and George Sessions, referencing Kropotkin and
Bookchin, suggested that autonomous local communities are the most compatible with
ecological consciousness. 184 As they begin to extend this idea to one of a “bioregional nation”,
they too embrace utopia. 185
Communalist utopian texts are often conventionally grouped together by scholarly writers,
following Moylan’s discussion of the 1960s and the 1970s as the period of emergence of what
he terms the “critical utopia”. 186 Critical utopias are actively engaged in opposition to their
originary world, which Moylan identifies as “the dominant emerging system of transnational
corporations and post-industrial production and ideological structures”.187 This is a shift in

equal value was made in 1969. English language courses were funded for all migrants from 1971. Conscription,
introduced for overseas service in 1965 and strongly resisted by students and others, was abolished in 1972.
Free tertiary education was introduced in 1974. The first women’s refuge was established in 1974. The
Commonwealth Racial Discrimination Act came into force in 1975. The Northern Territory acknowledged
Aboriginal land rights in the 1970s and other states followed in the 1980s. NSW Anti-Discrimination Act was
enacted in 1977, and substantially amended in 1981 to protect many additional groups including people with
disabilities and homosexuals. The first major gay rights march was held in Sydney in 1978. Most states repealed
legislation banning male homosexuality in the mid-1970s to 1980s. The Human Rights Commission and the
Refugee Council of Australia were both established in 1981 and the Commonwealth Sex Discrimination Act
was enacted in 1984. For these events and others see timelines at (viewed 8 November 2016): “Women—
Towards Equality”, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade website, Canberra, January 2011; “Indigenous Australia
Timelines”, 2015, http://australianmuseum.net.au/indigenous-australia-timeline-1901-to-1969 and
http://australianmuseum.net.au/indigenous-australia-timeline-1970-to-present; “Timeline”, Refugee Council of
Australia web site, 2016, http://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/timeline/; “Vietnam - Australia’s Longest
War: A Calendar of Military and Political Events”, Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia web site, 1999-date;
“Timeline of Women’s Status since 1788”, 2007,
http://www.liverpoolwomenshealth.org.au/women/timeline.html; “Whitlam Government Achievements:
Education”, 2014-2015, https://www.whitlam.org/gough_whitlam/achievements/education; “History of the
Anti-Discrimination Act 1977 (NSW)”, Anti-Discrimination Board of NSW web site, 2015-2016,
http://www.antidiscrimination.justice.nsw.gov.au/Pages/adb1_antidiscriminationlaw/adb1_antidisclaw_histor
y.aspx; “A Definitive Timeline of LGBT+ Rights in Australia”, SBS, Sydney, 12 August 2016.
183 Murray Bookchin, “Toward a Post-scarcity Society: The American Perspective and the SDS”, http://socialecology.org/wp/1969/05/toward-a-post-scarcity-society-the-american-perspective-and-the-sds/.
184 Devall and Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living As If Nature Mattered, pp 18-20.
185 Ibid, p 24.
186 In various combinations with other works of the period. In addition to Moylan, see for example Bülent Somay,
“Towards an Open-Ended Utopia”, Science Fiction Studies, 1984, vol 11, no 1; Peter Fitting, “‘So We All Became
Mothers’: New Roles for Men in Recent Utopian Fiction”, Science Fiction Studies, 1985, vol 12, no 2; Dennis M
Lensing, “The Fecund Androgyne: Gender and the Utopian/Dystopian Imagination of the 1970s”, Socialism
and Democracy, 2006, vol 20, no 3; Nadia Khouri, “The Dialectics of Power: Utopia in the Science Fiction of Le
Guin, Jeury, and Piercy”, Science Fiction Studies, vol 7, no 1.
187 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 10.
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emphasis from previous periods, where it was the oppressive state rather than the transnational
corporation that had to be dismantled. As Suvin remarks: “Leviathan has mutated from State
to (mainly) corporative dictatorship”. 188
Critical utopias can be differentiated from “blueprint” utopias (those that focus on detailing a
final state of achieved utopia), because they accept that, even in utopia, negotiation with
difference and change is an ongoing process. 189 Communalist and critical utopias of the period
are an overlapping but not identical set of texts. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Piercy’s Woman
on the Edge of Time are in both groups. Moylan included Joanna Russ’s The Female Man (1975)
and Samuel R Delany’s Triton (1976) as critical, but these are not clearly communalist.
Callenbach’s Ecotopia is noted by Moylan as an example of the critical utopia but not discussed
in any detail, and we might well agree with Bulent Somay that it is in fact a traditional
“blueprint” utopia, focused on persuading us of its utopian locus. 190 In saying this, we are not
claiming that the “blueprint” is an exhausted formal strategy (see Chapter 1), but
acknowledging that “critical utopia”, as defined, must depict, not merely daily life in utopia, but
how dilemmas and stressors are encountered and negotiated “in the daily struggle to build a
world of freedom and self-fulfillment”. 191 In Ecotopia this is not the case; there is some interplay
around sexual and interpersonal relationship issues, a strategy already familiar from Morris, but
no real movement shown within utopia itself (despite the narrative assertion to the contrary).
And, as Moylan observes, much the same can be said of Huxley’s Island:
While a self-reflexive attention to process informs personal life in Pala, such a practice of
critique and regeneration never takes hold at the societal level. 192

In Scraps of the Untainted Sky (2000), Moylan added in Robinson’s Pacific Edge and described it as
the “last critical utopia”. 193 The latter’s Mars trilogy was placed beyond a point of rupture,
seemingly marked by the rise of neoliberalism and the failure of the social change project to
shift structures of power. 194 Critical utopia, this periodisation implies, is embedded in the
political movements of its time, hence Moylan’s reference to it as a “manifesto of
otherness”.195 Milner has suggested Moylan’s periodisation was not essential, however, as

Suvin, Defined by a Hollow: Essays on Utopia, Science Fiction and Political Epistemology p 406.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 10.
Somay, “Towards an Open-Ended Utopia”, pp 26-27.
Fitting, “‘So We All Became Mothers’: New Roles for Men in Recent Utopian Fiction”, p 158.
Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 219; from his new essay in the second
edition.
193 Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia, p 105.
194 Ibid.
195 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 37.
188
189
190
191
192
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“critical utopias” might appear in multiple other times and locations; Levitas pointed to the finde-siècle works of Morris, Bellamy, Gilman and Wells. 196
Many aspects of communalist utopia did not come to fruition. We have not seen much by way
of expansion of worker co-operatives, collectives, democratised power structures, or a shift
from competitive to co-operative paradigms. Rather, late capitalist power structures have been
both expanded and consolidated. Yet it is important to remember that the utopian locus of
these novels expresses the real hopes of a period of Western culture, one which was then
almost wholly unsuspecting of the neoliberal political and economic movements quietly
gathering strength in Chicago. 197 Nothing which appeared in these novels seemed then a
necessarily impossible dream. Many things, large and small, that in the previous periods were
thought impossible were achieved, from female prime ministers through to bans on racial
discrimination. 198 Nonetheless, the more ambitious project, changing the nature of power itself,
is yet to be realised.

The novels as communalist utopias
Aldous Huxley’s Island (1962) is a communalist utopia which emphasises awareness, therapy
and self-determination. Its ideal society aims to combine the best of Eastern and Western
knowledges so as to achieve human happiness while living within ecological limits.
Set on the island of Pala, Island describes a network of village enterprises linked together using
“streamlined co-operative techniques for buying and selling and profit-sharing and
financing”. 199 A true network implies movement not only of resources, but also of people. In
Pala, the dangers of insularity in small communities are guarded against through the
interchange and movement of people and ideas between communities. Adults are actively
encouraged to change communities:

196 Ruth Levitas, “We Argue How Else?”, in Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, ed
Raffaella Baccolini, 2nd edn, Ralahine / Peter Lang, Bern, 2014, p 258 (additional material in second edition);
Andrew Milner, “Tom Moylan’s Demand the Impossible”, in Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian
Imagination, ed Raffaella Baccolini, 2nd edn, Ralahine / Peter Lang, Bern, 2014, p 239 (additional material in
second edition).
197 Prominent neoliberal Milton Friedman and the Chicago school of economics.
198 The 1960s saw female prime ministers in India, Ceylon and Israel. Margaret Thatcher’s coming to power in
Britain in 1979 perhaps did more than anything else to discredit the second wave feminist position that female
leadership would make the world a better place. The Civil Rights Act (US) was in 1964, the Race Relations Act
(UK) in 1965, the United Nations convention on elimination of racial discrimination in 1969.
199 Huxley, Island, p 171.
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‘[Adults] go out and adopt another set of elders, a different group of peers and juniors. And
the members of the new club adopt them and, in due course, their children. Hybridization of
micro-cultures – that’s what our sociologists call the process.’ 200

Individual self-responsibility is a major theme, and there is an attempt to redirect the will to
power, as well as other harmful energies, through childhood training and redirection. Children
in Pala are taught a variety of techniques in school:
‘If you like,’ she said more seriously, ‘I’ll show you how to press your own buttons. We teach it
in all our elemental schools. The three R’s plus rudimentary S.D.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Self-Determination.’ 201

We are introduced to Pala by Will Farnaby, a journalist, who capsizes his sailing boat in a strait
near the forbidden island and manages to get ashore. The first voices he hears are those of
mynah birds, who call out constant reminders of “Attention!” and “Here and now, boys!”. The
Palanese practise what we might now call “mindfulness”:
Good Being is in the knowledge of who in fact one is in relation to all experiences; so be aware
– aware in every context, at all times and whatever, creditable or discreditable, pleasant or
unpleasant, you may be doing or suffering. This is the only genuine yoga, the only spiritual
exercise worth practising. 202

Will meets two wise children, the oldest of whom, a little girl of ten years old or so, sees that
his climb up the cliff has frightened him and gives him professional therapy on the spot. Will
then meets various utopian guides, who instruct him on Pala’s history, education system,
agriculture, politics and way of life.
The most unusual feature of Huxley’s utopia is its fall to the neighbouring dictatorship of
Rendang at the end of the novel, brought about by the worst of both Western and nonWestern possibilities, represented respectively by the oil and newspaper mogul Lord Aldehyde
and the dictator Colonel Dipa. The contribution of the utopian visitor Will to this betrayal is
also an unusual feature. Will’s hidden brief from Lord Aldehyde was to set up conversations
with Rendang and Pala to gain oil concessions. He is successful, and the novel ends with
Rendang’s tanks rolling in and Will’s main utopian guide, Dr McPhail, being shot. In the final
pages, Will is perhaps redeemed by his remorse, and by the inevitability of the event with or
without his assistance. As with several of the other twentieth-century utopias, Pala is perilously

200 Ibid, p 105.
201 Ibid, p 110.
202 Ibid, p 44.
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positioned, its ideal society at odds with the world outside. As an oil-rich nation, Pala is
especially vulnerable, and Huxley must be considered to have chosen to make it so. 203
Le Guin’s The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia (1974) describes an anarchist utopia formed by
followers of Odo, a radical philosopher who lived two hundred years earlier on the planet
Urras. 204 Under her influence, the Odonians moved en masse to Urras’ barren, windswept, but
habitable moon, Anarres. 205
On Anarres, all is shared, nothing is owned. Just as in Morris’s News from Nowhere, there is no
money. 206 “Propertarian” is an insult, or condemnation, of roughly the same strength as
“excremental”. 207 Only a few personal keepsakes from friends are kept; all else is returned to
stores after use.208 Rooms are shared, meals are shared, resources, labour and ideas are all
shared. 209 In theory, all are equal, no one possesses another, and there are no gendered or other
power relations. Anarres is communalist in structure: syndicates and federations of syndicates
are the main form of organisation. There is an abhorrence of centralised structures, largely seen
as dystopian and tending towards corruption and self- or class- interest.210 “Power inheres in a
centre” is a popular saying. 211 If coordinating roles are needed, then people are selected by lot,
and rotated. 212 The Anarresti are anti-state:
the network was not to be run from the top down. There was to be no controlling centre, no
capital, no establishment for the self-perpetuating machinery of bureaucracy and the
dominance-drive of individuals … 213

When a capital city is reluctantly established in The Dispossessed, it is laid out in a cellular fashion,
as if it replicated smaller communities. 214 Some administration is needed: this is the PDC,
Production and Distribution Coordination, “a coordinating system for all syndicates,
federatives, and individuals who do productive work”. 215

203 Rudolf Moos and Robert Brownstein, Environment and Utopia: A Synthesis, Plenum Press, New York and
London, 1977, p 39.
204 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, pp 22-23.
205 Ibid, pp 84-85.
206 Morris, News from Nowhere, pp 39-40; Le Guin, The Dispossessed, p 64.
207 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, see eg p 161.
208 Ibid, pp 133-134, 161.
209 Ibid, pp 97-98.
210 Ibid, p 85.
211 Ibid, p 55.
212 Ibid, p 144.
213 Ibid, p 85.
214 Ibid, p 87.
215 Ibid, p 69.
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The novel follows the physicist Shevek as he breaks a cultural taboo to travel from Anarres to
A-Io, a nation on Urras. Throughout, the narrative alternates between Urras and Anarres,
following Shevek’s emerging awareness of the actual state of power/dominance versus cooperation/negotiation on each world. Much of the tension in the Anarres sequences is built
around a slippage away from Odo’s original vision and towards centralisation, conformity, and
abuse of privilege. The tendencies for power to adhere to roles and institutions, and for
hierarchies to form, even on Anarres, are explored:
Bedap: “The PDC is, by now, basically an archistic bureaucracy.” …
“It’s always easier not to think for oneself. Find a nice safe hierarchy, and settle in. Don’t make
changes – don’t risk disapproval – don’t upset your syndics. It’s always easier to let yourself be
governed.” 216

In theory, “Everybody on Anarres is a revolutionary”. 217 In practice, Shevek and Bedap’s
syndicate radically challenges emergent power, hierarchy and conformity, reenergising the
revolutionary project.
In the Urras sequences, the tension arises from Shevek’s realisation that the grip on power in
A-Io’s consumer-driven, hierarchical, male-dominated society is so firmly held that it is almost
impossible for him to offer it the messages of Anarres: “to give, not sell”; that society can
function better, and offer a truer freedom, without the profit motive. 218
The science fiction plotline explores Shevek’s development of a temporal mathematics which
combines paradoxically two competing theories of time, sequence theory and simultaneity. As
applied to physics, this will make possible the ansible, a device which will allow instantaneous
communication between the various inhabited planetary systems and will be used in a number
of Le Guin’s Hainish novels. 219 A-Io hopes to monopolise this technology, but, at the novel’s
conclusion, Shevek broadcasts the mathematics to all worlds. In 1980 Khouri read this
denouement as a failure of utopia, arguing it both exalted “the free-floating individual” and
resorted to a deux ex machina: 220
It is quite striking to see that the only chapter of the novel that dramatizes a mass movement
(i.e., chapter 9) simply fizzles out into air. 221

216
217
218
219
220
221

Ibid, pp 142, 144.
Ibid, p 69.
Ibid, pp 19, 192-193, 285-286.
Ibid, p 284.
Khouri, “The Dialectics of Power: Utopia in the Science Fiction of Le Guin, Jeury, and Piercy”, pp 52, 55.
Ibid, p 53.
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Since then, we have seen global capitalism turn to the large-scale control and commodification
of information, so that we might rather read the novel’s resolution as prescient. On this view,
Shevek becomes a precursor to the increasingly necessary role of the whistleblower and the
organised resistance of Wikileaks.
Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (1975) follows journalist William Weston’s journey into Ecotopia,
an independent nation formed by the secession of several north-western states of America.
Secession was difficult and entailed political, economic and military conflict. A threat to
detonate nuclear bombs prevented a US invasion, but the Ecotopia/USA relationship
remained uneasy. This nation has long been isolated from the rest of USA by mountain ranges
and a closed-border policy.
Ecotopia is very much a communalist society. Decentralisation is an ongoing project, carried
out in existing cities (as in Morris) and in new urban areas. 222 Some cities have formed into
“city-states that have, in effect, themselves seceded within Ecotopia”.223 The state is thus a
federation, and much diminished in power. 224 Local forms of organisation are believed to offer
better ecological care of the biosystem.225
Communal living is practised in large apartments of 10-15 rooms, and the nuclear family is
disappearing. 226 Workers are self-organised in communes and frequently also live and eat
together. 227 Meals, household duties and children are shared. 228 Gender and race relations have
been renegotiated and equalised, with some unusual effects such as male-only rituals and allBlack cities. 229
The society is not communist, but nonetheless basic food, housing and medical treatment are
provided to the poor, the aged and the artists. 230 Aspects of capitalism remain, such as
competition, profit seeking and free-market private education. 231 Accumulation of wealth is

222 Callenbach, Ecotopia, p 24. See also Lensing, “The Fecund Androgyne: Gender and the Utopian/Dystopian
Imagination of the 1970s”, p 98.
223 Callenbach, Ecotopia, p 151.
224 Ibid, p 94.
225 Ibid, p 152.
226 Ibid, pp 24, 64.
227 Ibid, p 29.
228 Ibid, p 64.
229 Ibid, pp 71ff, 98.
230 Ibid, p 94.
231 Ibid, p 93.
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possible to a degree, 232 but only from the success of worker-owned businesses, with no third
party investment allowed, hence the absence of a class of “super-rich”. 233
Formally, the novel is a traditional utopian visitor/guide narrative. The plot turns on William’s
initial denial of the superiority of Ecotopian life to his own life in the US. His resistance to
Ecotopia’s ideals and his half-mocking attitude to its ways of life diminish as his affection for
the Ecotopian Marissa grows; and, in a final emotional “breakthrough”, he decides to stay.
Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) depicts the interplay between three societies
across two time-zones, including an ideal communalist future at war with a dystopian biotechnocratic future. Which future will ultimately prevail is at play in a dystopian twentieth
century America, and will be determined by the actions of the main protagonist, Connie, and
others in the present.
The communalist utopia, conventionally referred to as “Mattapoisett” for its representative
village, is a network of villages and regions, with no large cities. 234 As in Ecotopia, coordination
roles are filled by lot and regularly rotated.235 The preferred model for Piercy’s utopia, as for
Morris’, is that of the collective, involving consensus decision-making and intense debate.
Luciente, the guide, explains to the visitor, Connie:
‘There is no final authority, Connie,’ Luciente said.
‘There’s got to be. Who finally says yes or no?’
‘We argue till we close to agree. We just continue. Oh, it’s disgusting sometimes. It bottoms
you.’ 236

Regional planning is by delegates sent to negotiate between towns, and political proposals go
back to the towns for further discussion. 237
Luxury items such as jewels cannot be owned, and are held only for a short period by a village
or household and then further circulated for others’ enjoyment. 238 Food is typically eaten
communally at large tables, a feature of the communalist utopia since Plato. 239 The nuclear
family has been largely demolished, with monogamous couples considered unhealthy:
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Jackrabbit: “unstable dyads, fierce and greedy, trying to body the original mother-child
bonding. It looks tragic and blind!” 240

Children are born in a “brooder” and raised by volunteer rather than biological parents, who
become three “co-mothers” (of any gender). 241
The narrative arc has Connie experience each of these three societies. In both futures she is the
visitor, asking questions of her utopian and dystopian guides, and observing their ways of life.
In the present, she is positioned at a “crux-time”, where her actions will affect the outcome of
the war between the two futures. 242 Consigned to an asylum by a male relative, Connie is a
mental patient at a time and place where biopsychology is an emerging field, and doctors and
researchers are experimenting on her and other patients with drugs, brain implants and
handheld control devices. If this line of technological research develops rapidly, 243 the future
will become the dystopian technocracy where people are controlled, both mind and body,
through coercive technology, and Mattapoisett will “wink out”. 244 Connie’s role is to fight back
against the experiments. She does this, discrediting and destroying the research program, but
her extreme violence (murder) bars her from ever visiting Mattapoisett again, or, in the present,
from securing her release. 245
Kim Stanley Robinson’s Pacific Edge (1990) is set in a not-quite post-corporate America, where a
communalist society is in an ongoing struggle against the re-emergence of wealthy elites and
monopoly capitalism. This novel is one of Robinson’s “Three Californias” trilogy, each
depicting an alternative future. The novels are all linked by the character of Tom Barnard. In
Pacific Edge, Tom is the main protagonist Kevin Barnard’s grandfather. Historically, Tom had
been part of a successful international movement to break up the multi-national corporations
into their constituent companies and businesses.246 The narrative frame is not entirely stable,
however: Tom also seems to be the writer who created Kevin, who both writes and tears up a
utopia which might never manifest; or alternatively, there could be another narrator, sitting
somewhere writing them all, “on Mars, why not”. 247
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Communalist features of Pacific Edge include breaking up Los Angeles (and presumably other
cities) into villages, an income floor and ceiling (this dates back to Plato’s Magnesia), public
land and utilities held in common, and a requirement that all do some hours of work each week
for the community (also the case in The Dispossessed).248 Many people live in large group
households, but some choose to live alone. 249 Consumerism has been set aside, with a stretch
of drive throughs and auto-shops preserved as the “historic” part of the township. 250
Pacific Edge has representative local government rather than consensus, in a model close to
Bookchin’s participatory committee or assembly. 251 The two main parties are the Greens and
the New Federalists, with the Greens rotating their representatives. However, Mayor Alfredo, a
New Federalist, has served on council for six years. 252
The narrative through-line relates to a proposal to develop Kevin’s special place of retreat,
Rattlesnake Hill. As a Green member of council, he battles politically with Alfredo to prevent
this development. It emerges that Alfredo’s company has links to another company which
wants to create a business and shopping complex on Rattlesnake Hill and that, wholly against
the law, this company has ties to hidden backers in Hong Kong who conceal the fact that it has
grown above the maximum allowed size in their attempt to re-monopolise health services. 253
Alfredo might also be exceeding the income cap. 254
Pacific Edge can be read as suggesting that persistent leadership, even in utopia, is vulnerable to
corruption. Through his position, Alfonso is able to cut deals which work against the interests
of the community. Kevin is community-focused and uncompromised, but unable to operate
successfully against the mayor in the political arena; his victory is in the end achieved through a
heritage order based on the hill being the site of a grave. Pacific Edge depicts reconsolidation of
power structures as an ongoing threat to the communalist utopia, and points to the limits of
representative models in affording protection for natural environments.
Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy and The Martians (1992-1996, 1999) describe a future
settlement of Mars and its emergent socio-cultural formations and ecologies. A brief summary
will fail to do justice to the size of Robinson’s canvas and the range of his characters, plots and
themes. But, loosely speaking, he explores new communalisms: ways of living, politics, models
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of ecoeconomics. The narratives include several revolutions, when the people who now
identify as “Martian” struggle to create a diverse and egalitarian society.
“There should be no signs of hierarchy”, declares Arkady of the “first one hundred”, 255 who
plants the bombs that will destroy the space elevator, 256 thereby setting back the colonising and
militarising efforts of Earth’s “metanational” corporations (the stage beyond transnational
capitalism, when corporations actually control nation-states on Earth).
The main political parties on Mars are the “Reds”, where “red” represents a militant
commitment to an un-terraformed and barely-inhabited Mars, and the “Greens”, who support
Martian independent settlements and terraforming within limits. The novels suggest that the
Martian future will evolve as much or more than it will be designed, since its humans and
other-than-humans will be “areoformed”, or Mars-formed:
The point is not to make another Earth … The point is to make something new and strange,
something Martian. …
This process, no matter how much we intervene in it, is essentially out of our control. Genes
mutate, creatures evolve: a new biosphere emerges, and with it a new noosphere. And
eventually the designers’ minds, along with everything else, have been forever changed.
This is the process of areoformation. 257

The novels are rich in communal spaces, shared meals and intense debates over the future.
Some communities go underground to live in hollow mesas, later shown as a wise move when
the Earth-controlled Transitional Authority becomes oppressive. Experiments with a gifting
economy link these communities.
Amid all of this there rages the ecological debate centred on the ethics of terraforming,
represented by the scientists Sax in favour and Ann against. The Martian landscape itself is in
constant view and described by Ann and others in intense definition, with a geologist’s love of
every aspect of rock and its formation. Terraforming destroys some of these formations as the
atmosphere is thickened and surface water forms. Another major character is Hiroko, who
represents the viriditas, the lifeforce and areophany of Mars, 258 the mystic version of Sax’s green
science and ecopoiesis. 259
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The Martians provides a series of meditations on the major narrative of the trilogy. Short pieces
interpose extra detail, offer prequels or suggest alternative futures. Of particular interest is “The
Constitution of Mars”. In addition to a legislature formed by members chosen by lot, the
Constitution sets up a Global Environmental Court to “have the power to review all laws
passed … for their impact on the Martian environment, and have the right to veto such
laws”. 260 The rights of towns and settlements are also laid down, with a bar on their formation
into states. 261

Dissent and difference in the communalist utopia
Crimes, disputes and disharmonies
If a local community is the main form of organisation, law and justice present a very particular
problem: how is it possible to deal with crimes without the apparatus of a state justice system,
and with disputes where there is no external arbiter? On crime, these novels offer several
responses. The first is to suggest that there is no or very limited criminal activity. The
possibility of organised or calculated crime is ruled out, as an effect of the elimination of
poverty. In several utopias, ownership and property are virtually eliminated, and with it, theft,
as in The Dispossessed with its stores from which goods may be freely taken. 262 Similarly, where
gender inequality has been eliminated in Woman on the Edge of Time, it is asserted that there is no
rape. 263 These possibilities were canvassed in a number of earlier works, from Plato’s Republic
where crime is associated with poverty and inequality 264 to Morris’s News from Nowhere which
sees most crime simply disappearing once property and ownership of all kinds (including sexual
ownership) are abolished. 265
A second response is to treat such aberrations as personal disorders needing therapy. Disputes
and disharmonies may be treated in much the same way. In Island, there are still police and
judges, but crimes are either treated medically or by therapy in the person’s MAC Group,
which is “always” successful. 266 Mattapoisett has healing sessions and “wormings”. 267 In
Ecotopia people are encouraged to express heightened emotions and part of the work of the
community is to support others emotionally. 268 While there are precursors to all of this, for
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example in Bakunin’s idea of clinical treatment for idlers, the elaboration of this idea and its
location in community (rather than individual) therapy can be considered a distinctive feature
of this period. In The Dispossessed, part of Le Guin’s testing of how utopia might function under
strain explores how community responses can deteriorate into something more sinister when
Tirin receives a “public reprimand”. 269
A third response is to hold open the possibility of crime, but to develop forms of punishment
available to local communities with limited resources. Since these are humanitarian worlds the
dominant legal remedy becomes exile, followed by compensation, for example, through
labour/servitude. As in More, even where there is incarceration this might see prisoners work
and mingle in the community, as they do in Soul City in Ecotopia. 270Aside from crimes of
violence, the main crime to be punished in several of the communalist utopias appears to be
the avoidance of even those few hours’ work required, a kind of “social crime”. This, too, has
been a feature of the communalist utopia at least since More. 271
In The Dispossessed those who won’t work or co-operate are called Nuchnibi and continually
moved on. 272 In Woman on the Edge of Time, work-avoiders are sent out of the community. 273
Some who commit crimes volunteer for exile to remote postings.274 Morris in the nineteenth
century suggested a similar solution in News from Nowhere’s love-triangle killing case. Although
the killing in this case was self-defence rather than a crime, the residue of the conflict did not
dissipate and the killer was advised “to go away – if fact, to cross the seas”.275
As another response, Robinson’s works draw attention not to the crimes of individuals but to
those of corporations. Pacific Edge treats corporate consolidation as an anti-utopian threat in its
main narrative, a threat which international law seeks to contain. 276 Its near-future framing
narrative describes how the forces of surveillance and policing are lawlessly deployed as an
oppressive response to an anti-corporate dissident. 277 The three volumes of the Mars trilogy
could be read as a further development of the struggles in Pacific Edge. The Transitional
Authority and the metanationals breach domes, torture and commit other crimes against
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populations. The communalist utopian solution is to distribute power, to federate, with some
aspects of centralisation. 278
Robinson’s works are in the end hopeful, suggesting as one possible outcome that corporate
oppression, together with capitalism itself, might gradually be succeeded by an emergent
“democratic age”, in which the “great metanationals of Terra all mutate into Praxislike
[federated] worker-owned co-operatives, with people in control of their own work”. 279 Such
crimes as then remain will mainly be due to environmental disputes.
Various types of dispute are worked out in debate within the forms of assembly each text
offers. There is continuity here with the “motes” of News from Nowhere, albeit with the
variations noted earlier (representative vs collective, majority vs consensus, lot vs election), as
well as the assemblies of, for example, Rousseau and Fourier. 280 The difference between these
texts and those of Morris and the other earlier works is significant, however, for all that it is
one of degree. The more recent novels depict intense, sometimes bruising, interpersonal and
political relations, much more so than in any other subgenre considered thus far. These
communalist utopias have a commitment to a localism that is evolving rather than settled in
form (unlike arcadia), that is by and large negotiated among all community members rather
than led by the few (unlike primal utopias), and that is actively engaged in debate with other
towns and regions (unlike utopias of everyday life). Add to this a commitment to a greater or
lesser degree of common ownership, and the result is the heated, intense debates that, in the
Mars trilogy, for example, might take days to come “close to agree” (in the words of Piercy’s
Luciente). Or as Tom Barnard muses in Pacific Edge, utopia has become “a dynamic,
tumultuous, agonizing process, with no end. Struggle forever”. 281

Gender, sexuality, class, race
Interestingly, Huxley’s Island at first appears to move directly to a post-feminist position, in the
end-of history sense of the term whereby feminism’s very success has rendered it
superfluous. 282 The novel has women in multiple roles and clearly affirms women’s sexual
freedom:
‘Will you make her promise to be faithful?’
‘I won’t make her promise anything.’
‘Even though she’s your girl?’
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‘She’s her own girl.’ 283

On the face of it, men and women share equally in the Palanese utopian project, just as there
are no racial tensions and almost no classes. The Palanese utopia was first created by a Raja and
a Scottish doctor, who unite Eastern and Western practices in an inclusive post-colonial
enterprise. 284 At various points in the narrative it nonetheless becomes clear that men take the
intellectual leadership. One of the odder roles of the female partners is to return the male
intellectual’s attention to the world by pulling their hair or ears, thus reiterating a traditional
male-mind/female-body dualism. 285
A splinter of class remains in Pala’s traditional royals, Murugan who will become Raja on
reaching his majority, and his mother, the Rani. The latter is depicted as overweight, possessive,
with a false spirituality; Murugan himself as a homosexual mother’s boy, fascinated with
technology and violence. 286 Together, they sell out the Palanese to oil interests and legitimise
their invasion by the neighbouring dictatorship. Sheeting this betrayal home to the remnant of
the elite class works well; but to achieve this through characters portrayed with such corporeal
distaste for their otherness – overweight woman, homosexual youth – acts against the text’s
pluralist declarations, which assert elsewhere that homosexuality was legitimate, “if it was a
good sort of relationship”. 287 Moylan goes so far as to suggest that it is the Palanese repression
of Murugan’s desire, isolating him and leaving him vulnerable to the “opportunistic grooming”
of Rendang’s Colonel Dipa, which ultimately destroys this utopia. 288
The two works by female authors speak to gender issues not as a facet of achieved utopia (as
with all the male writers) but as a central theme. Both contrast a deeply patriarchal society with
one where women participate fully, compelling us to consider how gender is socially
produced. 289 In The Dispossessed, Shevek is confronted by the complete exclusion of Ioti women
from careers and decision-making, which is at total odds with his experience of the inclusive
society on Anarres. 290 The poor women are exhausted in labour, 291 the wealthy women are
decorative, living consumer goods. 292

283 Huxley Island, p 84. See also Callenbach, Ecotopia, p 33; Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, p 64; Le Guin, The
Dispossessed, pp 205-206, 220; Morris, News from Nowhere, p 65.
284 Huxley, Island, p 201.
285 See Lakshmi with Robert, Radha with Ranga: ibid, pp 40-41, 83.
286 Ibid, pp 25-26, 53ff, 156-7, 172.
287 Ibid, p 85.
288 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, pp 219-220 (new to second edition).
289 Fitting, “‘So We All Became Mothers’: New Roles for Men in Recent Utopian Fiction”, p 167.
290 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, p 22. See also Callenbach, Ecotopia, p 33.
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The divisions in A-Io, of gender, class and property ownership, all turn on forms of possession
which are rejected on Anarres:
Apparently they, like the tables on the ship, contained a woman, a suppressed, silenced,
bestialized woman, a fury in a cage. He had no right to tease them. They knew no relation but
possession. They were possessed. 293

On Anarres, there is no property, no possession, and anyone, woman or man, “chooses work
according to interest, talent, strength”. 294 Not coincidentally, it is the Anarresti who are open to
homosexual relationships: removing gender-based domination/ownership in turn frees up
sexual relations. 295
Piercy’s novel suggests that gender, race, class and age relations are deeply connected to
broader societal structures of power. In her biotechnocratic future, women other than the
abandoned “duds” and privileged “richies” have their bodies colonised, for example through
“augs” (augmentations):
her [Gildina’s] body seemed a cartoon of femininity, with a tiny waist, enormous sharp breasts
… Her stomach was flat but her hips and buttocks were oversized and audaciously curved. She
looked as though she could hardly walk for the extravagance of her breasts and buttocks, her
thighs that collided as she shuffled a few steps. 296

If they are lucky, women win contracts to “put out” (sexually) for a period.297 Women are
commodified, enslaved, surveilled, imprisoned and entirely expendable. For Hispanic women,
this is even more the case. 298 Older women (and presumably men) from poorer classes are
placed in “geri” where they soon die, whereas the wealthy live greatly extended lives. 299 The
biotechnocratic future is characterised by an extreme version of the rigid hierarchies and the
objectification of and violence towards women, non-whites, the aged and the poor that already
exist in Connie’s and our present. In the mental hospital, experiments with crude attempts at
chemical and electronic control of others’ minds are directed at eliminating minority women’s
anger and a gay man’s homosexuality, as the scientists try to create a technology with the
potential for commodifying and totalising social control. Moylan notes that in Piercy’s novel
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the protagonist is not a white male from the privileged class but one of the oppressed, thus
pointing clearly towards its social purpose. 300
The present of Woman in the Edge of Time is on-course to develop into this dystopic future.
Connie and her friends in the mental hospital, the gay man Skip and the witch Sybil, are
stripped of their autonomy, imprisoned, coerced, belittled, bullied and their bodies violated
with experimental operations, chemicals and implanted devices. Nor does anyone external to
the institution try to assist them. Family members are complicit, committing them, signing
them over for experiments and failing to heed their pleas for help. Of all the works discussed
here, Piercy’s has the dystopic frame with the most immediacy, to the most detriment to her
protagonists. As Kerstin Shands comments, this novel brings into sharp relief societal conflicts
that can otherwise be invisible, revealing the hidden “sites of alterity within a dominant
discourse”. 301
Piercy’s communalist future has rejected gender differentiation, to the point where Connie has
trouble at first in identifying whether her guide Luciente is male or female.302 While Le Guin’s
Anarres has elements of androgyny (roles, proper names), 303 Mattapoisett is what we now call
“genderqueer”, meaning that male, female and homosexual identities are all fluid. In Woman on
the Edge of Time these almost vanish as categories, only to reappear at the behest of the utopian
subjects, who make their own choices.304 Gendered privileges have all been relinquished in the
interests of equality. Males have abandoned their patriarchal hierarchies and women on their
part have given away childbirth and motherhood, both of which are now lab-based and
shared. 305 This is a radically more sophisticated post-feminist position, in the sense of a
pluralist repudiation of essentialist ideas of the “female”. 306 Similarly, racial tensions are
dissolved by deliberate anonymous genetic mixing through lab-created babies, with culture
retained as a separate category. This too is a radically post-human response. 307 Connie, Gildina
and Luciente are all non-white women, but only Luciente has self-determination and is valued
in her community. The aged are also fully included in the community. 308

300 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 118.
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Callenbach’s Ecotopia is avowedly feminist. It has a female president, and has embraced
equality of the sexes. This theoretically frees up the gendered space:
women in Ecotopia have totally escaped the dependent roles they still tend to play with us.
Not that they domineer over men—but they exercise power in work and in relationship just as
men do. Above all, they don’t have to manipulate men … women’s objective situation is equal
to men’s. Thus people can be just people, without our symbolic loading on sex roles. (I notice,
however, that Ecotopian women still seem to me feminine, with a relaxed air of their biological
attractiveness …). 309

This passage, notionally about women, is however largely about men. Furthermore, as Naomi
Jacobs points out, aside from the president, the many women in government spoken of in the
novel never appear; instead William Weston meets almost exclusively with male officials. 310
Maleness is publicly celebrated in primitivist form at the Ecotopian war games events. After
one such event Marissa happily allows herself to be carried away by a successful warrior, and
later Will “more or less raped her. She seemed almost to have expected this”. It is hard not to
share Katerberg’s suspicion that this is not so much female freedom as male desire:
Whatever the broader utopian vision of sexual liberation, there is an obvious element of male
wish fulfilment here. 311

Add to this that several times “woman” is explicitly constructed as “animal”, and we have a
very traditional dualism. 312 Women have perhaps a little more political power than men, 313 as if
in a well-intentioned compensation for the male gaze which still defines them. Jacobs points
out that “almost everyone Weston meets is single and available”. 314 In hospital, the nurse
provides sex:
the entire encounter will fulfill his unregenerate fantasy of a woman who will “somehow know
what I need and simply give it to me . . . without my having to give anything in return” (180)—
a fantasy in direct conflict with the concept of ecology, in which every organism in an
ecosystem must play its part, and nothing can be had without “giving back” in some form. 315

Yet within the novel there is a reasonable attempt to represent how a female-dominated
political meeting might change formal structures, towards consensus and healing and away

309 Callenbach, Ecotopia, p 33.
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313 Ibid, pp 83-84.
314 Jacobs, “Failures of the Imagination in Ecotopia”, p 322.
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from conflict. 316 The female-dominated Survivalist Party advocates “cooperation- and biologyoriented polities” and is critical of the male-dominated Progressive Party, seen as having
“outdated and destructive attitudes toward individualism, productivity and related issues”. 317
This is a fairly pithy summary of those aspects of second-wave feminism now often dismissed
as “essentialism”, but were then just as focused on the recovery or recalibration of valuable
aspects of the human that under patriarchal structures had become subterranean: for example,
Suzette Hadin Elgin’s novel Native Tongue (1984) on recovery of language. 318
The representation of race in Ecotopia takes a similar path. The Black people of Soul City have a
little more wealth than those outside, 319 but the City’s self-chosen segregation sits uneasily in
the text, even with the narrator’s acknowledgment that this is uncomfortably like apartheid. 320
On the other hand, the need to decriminalise loitering, vagrancy and drunkenness and more
broadly to reform the justice system which has so harshly dealt with Black communities, are
seriously considered. 321
The treatment of homosexuality, although only mentioned in a single sentence, has something
of the same quality of an overall well-disposed narration at least half-caught up in a form of
“othering” that both includes and excludes:
both male and female homosexual couples also exist, and I gather that same-sex relationships
pose less of a problem psychologically than they do with us. 322

Robinson’s Pacific Edge is by and large homosocial, if one considers that most of the main
plotline characters are male, Kevin, Alfredo, Tom and Oscar, with only one female, Doris, as
the exception. There are numerous other female roles, but they are all essentially minor. The
novel is racially inclusive without any particular consideration of race. It also contains what
might be Robinson’s nod towards a Delany-style heterotopic character in Oscar, the sexually
ambiguous town lawyer, extravagant in dress and manners, who makes a sudden
transformation into “The Rhino”, in an elaborate, burlesqued wrestling match. 323
Thematically, the socio-political concerns of Pacific Edge are primarily those of inequality and
power, both within communities and internationally. The prevention of accumulation of wealth
by elites is protection against the re-emergence of class hierarchies. The utopia has a dystopian
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narrative frame, a near-future corporate police state in which “none of our lives matter a
damn”. 324 The Tom Barnard of the dystopian frame realises that if there is to be a world worth
living in, it must be for everyone: “Utopia is when our lives matter”. Further, attention to
equality must be global:
There is no such thing as a pocket utopia … we stand on little islands of luxury, while the
rest—great oceans of abject misery, bitter war, endless hunger. We say, But they are none of
our affair! We have our island. 325

The Mars trilogy might be read as either a socialist or an anarchist work, for its creation of a
decentralised society engaged in an ongoing project to displace property and capital. 326 The
trilogy also has cultural (less so racial) pluralism as a major theme. Mars, as a federation of selfgoverning towns and settlements representing a multiplicity of cultures, includes traditional
patriarchies from Earth. This potentially gives rise to irreconcilable differences in, say, gender
relations: Islamic women’s lives are puzzled over in several passages, 327 and the work asks how
tensions between individual and cultural self-determination might be resolved. The
Constitution in The Martians is an attempt to help negotiate a response rather than fully answer
this question, setting out a core set of rights and obligations of both towns/settlements and
individuals. 328 Several common cultural practices and an emergent Martian identity help to
mediate relations. Pouring each other’s drinks becomes a shared ritual, and the singing of the
names of Mars from dozens of languages, or “areophany”. For the most part, patriarchy has
been set aside.329 There are several matriarchal communities. One is formed by Hiroko, who is
symbolically associated with the viriditas and founds the first hidden community, and a second
is established at Dorsa Brevia, one of the settlements where communalist ways of living on
Mars take shape.330
Communalist utopia has been one of the richest sources of inclusion of women since Plato,
perhaps an inevitable effect of its localised focus. Morris’s News from Nowhere offers a useful
point of comparison. The premise in Morris, as in the later texts, is that male power over
women has been removed and women can choose their own path:
Old Hammond: ‘The men have no longer any opportunity of tyrannizing over the women, or
the women over the men; both of which things took place in those old times. The women do
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what they can do best, and what they like best, and the men are neither jealous of it or injured
by it.’ 331

This could be read as suggesting women’s proper domain is in the home, since the passage that
follows is both a defence of keeping house and a critique of nineteenth century concepts of
women’s rights:
said the old man; ‘perhaps you think housekeeping an unimportant occupation, not deserving
of respect. I believe that was the opinion of the “advanced” women of the nineteenth century,
and their male backers. …
‘Come, now, my friend,’ quoth he, ‘don’t you know that it is a great pleasure to a clever woman
to manage a house skilfully, and to do it so that all the house-mates about her look pleased,
and are grateful to her?’ …
‘Excuse me,’ said he, after a while; ‘I am not laughing at anything you could be thinking of, but
at that silly nineteenth-century fashion, current amongst rich so-called cultivated people, of
ignoring all the steps by which their daily dinner was reached, as matters too low for their lofty
intelligence. Useless idiots! Come, now, I am a “literary man,” as we queer animals used to be
called, yet I am a pretty good cook myself.’ 332

A homily in the same passage about a cow dangling a man on a rope might here be read to
suggest that reversing gender roles is ludicrous.
The passage could also, however, be read to assert that women might choose any domain,
traditional or otherwise. In such a reading, Hammond’s speech is in favour of the revaluing of
the tasks of preparing and serving food and managing households and against limiting the
emancipatory program so as to exclude this.
Later in the novel, we meet the carvers, or masons, and the head carver Philippa is a woman, as
is one of the other masons. 333 Philippa is intent on her work, “a carving in low relief of flowers
and figures” which will be part of a house intended to replace “an unworthy one”. 334
Everything we know of Morris suggests that this creative artisanship was of a kind he would
most prize. Within the narrative itself, the rebuilding of the world is crucial to the utopian
project. The work has been held up by Philippa’s illness, since “she is our best carver, and it
would not have been kind to begin the carving without her”. 335 Philippa is indeed doing what
she can do best, and likes; and the men are not injured by it but are happy to wait for her
expertise. In other parts of the work, Clara, one of the utopian guides, is a major intellectual
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voice. We might also note that Philippa’s return from illness is one of the few accommodations
to disability seen in any of the works in any period.
Levitas, after a careful examination of Morris’s various statements on women’s roles, finds that
he is not anti-feminist. 336 His stance in News for Nowhere is consistent with a belief in a sexual
division of labour, however, he positively reevaluates the worth of that labour (unlike Edward
Bellamy or Charlotte Perkins Gilman) and affords women the freedom to take on other roles if
they wish. 337
One can imagine that were the people of Piercy’s Mattapoisett to enter Morris’s utopia, so far
as their work and community roles were concerned they would feel perfectly at home. The
gender fluidity possible in Piercy and the homosexuality possible in most of the other
contemporary works is another question. Women’s equality and freedoms are more developed
versions of earlier utopias, whereas acceptance of queer sexualities and the valuing of racial and
cultural difference are emergent emancipatory movements only in the later period. Discussing
Piercy, Moylan reminds us of the confluence of these struggles, and the need for people from
all kinds of oppressed groups to come together to create the future. 338 This is a significant
direction taken by all the critical utopias, which engage in “active opposition to their originary
world”, Piercy’s most strongly so, foregrounding a revealing and struggling against dystopian
power structures from the point of view of those most affected. The other texts have strategies
of revealing which are present in earlier periods: the gaunt woman at the subway station who
stands as the figure of poverty and illness in The Dispossessed echoes “the row of gaunt figures”
in Morris, and the impassioned analysis of the problems on Earth in the Mars trilogy, Pacific
Edge and Island is familiar to us from the First Book of More’s Utopia onwards. Morris and
other nineteenth century socialists both bring wider societal questions into view and, as in
several of these more recent works, suggest the need for revolution; Le Guin’s, Piercy’s and
Robinson’s novels modify this by suggesting that revolution might be ongoing rather than
completed.

(Re)inhabiting the world
In all of the contemporary works except Island and the Mars trilogy, a major utopian project is
the re-greening of the world, in an ongoing, shared and intense effort to reverse the ravages of
modernity. Robinson’s Mars stands almost as a camera obscura image to the rest. Here, the
planet is being created anew and its past history erased, rather than returned to the old and

336 Ruth Levitas, “‘Who Holds the Hose?’ Domestic Labour in the Work of Bellamy, Gilman and Morris”, Utopian
Studies, 1995, vol 6, no 1, p 80.
337 Ibid, pp 78-79.
338 Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination, p 139.
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modernity erased; yet like the earlier utopias, it is propelled forward by an image of a verdant,
living world, and smaller, more contained human settlements than those of populous Earth.
Island is also different: there is no re-greening of the fictional Pala, which was never
modernised. Instead, its mixture of well-ordered crops and jungle-like plants with birds, flowers
and butterflies offers a way to speak eloquently against the damage done to third world lands
and peoples by colonisation (and elsewhere, by post-independence juntas):
after a hundred and twenty years of the Portuguese, Ceylon and Rendang got the Dutch. And
after the Dutch came the English. We escaped both these infestations. No Dutch, no English,
and therefore no planters, no coolie labour, no cash crops for export, no systematic exhaustion
of our soil. Also no whisky, no Calvinism, no syphilis, no foreign administrators. 339

In this sense, Island is like the primal utopias discussed above. Its greenery and peace are a
mirror, held up to cry out against the wounds inflicted elsewhere. By snuffing out the utopian
spell at the close, as in earlier passages he always indicated he would, Huxley is perhaps
underlining this. Moylan comments that Huxley was “unable to express hope for socio-political
transformation that was beginning to inform oppositional politics at the time”. 340 However, the
novel need not be read as anti-utopian; his utopia does not fail in its promise in any serious way
except the one implied by the title, that of being an island which cannot avoid being swept up
by a particular meshing of global capitalism with corrupt leadership.
The green-earth vision Island offers is geared to its well-organised agricultural production
sustaining the inhabitants, accompanied by an aesthetic that presents its landscape as art:
Terrace above green or golden terrace … Nature here was no longer merely natural; the
landscape had been composed, had been reduced to its geometric essences, and rendered, by
what in a painter would have been a miracle of virtuosity, in terms of these sinuous lines, these
streaks of pure bright colour. 341

It is doubtful whether this is ecopoiesis. An ecopoiesis and love of place is stronger in Morris, arguably
much stronger than any of the contemporary works except Robinson’s. Were a film version of
Island ever to be made, it would lend itself to a lavish, eye-candy effect, somewhere between
Cameron’s Avatar and Peter Jackson’s Hobbiton. Will observes Palanese houses clustered
among flowering trees, a lotus pool and a statue of Buddha, in an aesthetic which is spiritual
and contemplative. 342 The temple, or spiritual “built environment”, is organic, almost alive:
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‘And looks,’ Will commented, ‘as though it hadn’t been built by anybody – as though it had
grown out of the rock. Grown like the bud of an agave …’ 343

This is a similar sensibility to that of Morris’s News from Nowhere, where a house is
conceptualised as growing from the land. Both writers were English; this perspective is not that
of the new-world colonialist, which separates “wilderness” from “settlement”, but of the
human living within the land. Angus Taylor suggests that Morris anticipates the concept of
biophilia, evident in all these works, in the sense of a material affinity to the biological
communities within which we have evolved:
Running as a unifying thread through Morris’s writings is the idea that a flourishing natural
environment is for humans a vital need, a need rooted in our very nature. 344

It follows that the re-inhabitation project is not merely a matter of built artefact, re-greened
lands and healed rivers, but also of what it is to be a human within World. In The Dispossessed,
this is literally so. Shevek travels from Anarres to green Urras, and in his first journey from the
spaceport there is one of several powerful moments of “cognitive estrangement” 345 where we
re-perceive the other-than-human:
What was the thicker darkness that flowed along endlessly by the road? Trees? Could they have
been driving, ever since they left the city, among trees? The Iotic word came into his mind:
‘forest’. They would not come out suddenly into the desert. The trees went on and on, on the
next hillside and the next and the next, standing in the sweet chill of the fog, endless, a forest
all over the world, a still-striving interplay of lives, a dark movement of leaves in the night.
Then as Shevak sat marvelling, as the car came up out of the fog of the river valley into clearer
air, there looked at him from the darkness under the roadside foliage, for one instant, a face.
It was not like any human face. It was as long as his arm, and ghastly white. Breath jetted in
vapour from what must be nostrils, and terrible, unmistakable, there was an eye. A large, dark
eye, mournful, perhaps cynical? gone in the flash of the car’s lights. 346

Shevek experiences a moment of awe, or perhaps reenchantment. The lack of the “animal other”
on Anarres comes to be felt by him as the loss of something deep and vital:
The silence, the utter silence of Anarres: he thought of it at night. No birds sang there. There
were no voices there but the human voice. Silence, and the barren lands. 347

343 Ibid, p 185.
344 Angus Taylor, “Inhaling All the Forces of Nature: William Morris’s Socialist Biophilia”, The Trumpeter Journal of
Ecosophy, 1997, vol 14, no 4, p 6.
345 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 42.
346 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, pp 25-26.
347 Ibid, p 70.
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The barrenness and sheer marginality of life on Anarres, well beyond restraint and through to
scarcity, has been questioned by some critics, going as it does against the tide of utopian
plenitude. In fact, this entire group of novels embraces scarcity: Pala has no consumer
goods; 348 Ecotopia recycles extensively and puts a cost on waste; 349 Mattapoisett tries to be selfsufficient, composting and re-using as much as possible; 350 Mars, like Ecotopia, tries to factor
in ecological costs. 351 All are motivated in part or entirely by a considered ecological
commitment. Marius de Geus refers to this form of utopia as a “utopia of sufficiency”, as
distinguished from “utopias of abundance”. 352 Williams sees this movement towards scarcity as
essentially socio-political, arising from post-1960s societal shifts and the impulse to reject the
corruption of affluence and to take a higher moral ground:
It is a mode within which a privileged affluence is at once assumed and rejected: assumed and
in its own ways enjoyed, yet known, from inside, as lying and corrupt; rejected, from in close,
because of its successful corruption; rejected, further out, by learning and imagining the
condition of the excluded others. There is then the move to drop out and join the excluded; the
move to get away, to get out from under, to take the poorer material option for a clear moral
advantage. 353

Self-sufficiency is not entirely new in utopia. The communities in Gilman’s Herland also strived
to be self-sufficient, and Morris’s News from Nowhere can be read as a society exercising restraint.
The high moral ground is seen in these older utopias too, as they seek to redistribute resources
so as to move away from lack and poverty, “the squalor which our immediate ancestors put up
with”, and to share their resources to create a sense of leisure and plenty:
“Of course we can afford it, or else we shouldn’t do it. It would be easy enough for us to say,
we will only spend our labour on making our clothes comfortable, but we don’t choose to stop
there. … Does it seem to you as if we starved ourselves of food in order to make ourselves
fine clothes?” 354

However, we can an increased orientation towards scarcity based on ecological concerns,
arguably exceeding that of earlier works. On this, we might also note that several communalist
utopias almost have an aesthetic of scarcity (Ecotopia, Woman on the Edge of Time), with positive
appraisal of the visual appearance of undyed fabrics, unpainted timbers, and buildings made
from scavenged materials. Arguably in Morris’s case, Davis’s model applies, as desires match
available satisfactions; in the contemporary model, however, the turn to scarcity is conscious,
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and the scarcity gap is not closed but deliberately left open. Of the contemporary novels, none
exhibit quite the same degree of scarcity as Anarres in The Dispossessed, with its long famine and
lack of animal life. In part, this might be because Le Guin is a masterly world-builder who likes
to test how her utopias perform under less-than-ideal conditions: in her Annals of the Western
Shore series, within the novel Powers (2007) she tests several would-be-utopias within one work
(and, interestingly, most break down). 355 Again, Davis’s model is difficult to apply, as The
Dispossessed has attributes of both his perfect moral commonwealth (ethical choices) and
systems of control (his systemic utopia).
But there is re-greening on Anarres, bringing life to a barren area of the world. Shevek takes
part in a major reforestation project to replant “the Dust”, an area which was vegetated in the
distant past but has long been bare from drought. This is a massive enterprise over two years
involving the labour of eighteen thousand people. 356 The work is hard, exhausting and
unhealthy, and the dust causes constant coughing, 357 yet the creation of green life brings
intense, spiritual joy:
They saw what they had done. There was a mist of green, very faint, on the pallid curves and
terraces of the desert. On the dead land lay, very lightly, a veil of life. They cheered, sang,
shouted from truck to truck. Tears came into Shevek’s eyes. He thought, She brings the green leaf
from the stone … 358

Re-greening is central to Ecotopia’s utopian project. William Weston discovers that a “mighty
boulevard” in the heart of San Francisco has been reduced to a mere two lanes, the remainder
“planted with thousands of trees … There is even the occasional song of a bird”. 359 The
former suburbs are reconfigured into towns separated by grasslands and woods. 360 El Modena
in Pacific Edge has a similar project to tear up the streets and reconfigure towns, and Woman on
the Edge of Time involves the dismantling of toxic buildings. 361 This is in continuity with the
rebuilding of News from Nowhere.
Reforestation and stable-state forest management in Ecotopia have seen the return of “wild
game”, including bears and mountain lions, and hunting is practised by groups of adults and
children. 362 Native grasses have been reintroduced to pastures, feeding lots abolished and the
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old tradition revived of cowboys moving stock into the hills in summer. 363 The overall project
aims to “return nature to a natural condition”, 364 a condition which appears to be that of the
time of the American frontier, and to re-establish forms of relationship between the human
and other-than-human world associated with that period. 365
A notable feature of Ecotopia is its outdoor education, which includes the study of ecology:
The experiences of the children are closely tied in with studies of plants, animals and
landscape. I have been impressed with the knowledge that even young children have of such
matters – a six-year-old can tell you all about the “ecological niches” of the creatures and
plants he encounters in his daily life. He will also know what roots and berries are edible … 366

A similar approach is taken in other works, for example children learning that “all living is in
relationship” in Island. 367 Education in science and the learning of work skills and crafts from
adults in the community are found in the several utopias of previous periods. The loving
observation of birds and animals is also familiar from earlier works, for example After London
and News from Nowhere, and ecological and life sciences is valued in Herland, with Morris’s novel
including a reference to “habitat”. 368 Ecotopia’s stable-state economics can also be read as an
emergent ecological response. 369 Several of the novels follow earlier models such as Morris in
abolishing money; and the Mars trilogy considers eco-economics at length. 370
While the re-greening and repair projects are local, in several of the novels similar efforts are
understood to be occurring nationally or globally. A local focus within a global program of
action is implicit in the ecological slogan “act locally, think globally” and explicit in the
ecophilosophical theories of Næss and others. 371 In Woman on the Edge of Time Luciente, who is
a plant geneticist, is learning Chinese so that she can travel to China to spend a year pursuing
an area of research rejected locally. 372
Women on the Edge of Time depicts a particularly strong ethos of partnership, communicative care and
coexistence with the other-than-human. People have learned to speak to some animals in sign
language, and there is a holiday celebrating a chimpanzee, and also an ability called outknowing,
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“To feel with other beings”. 373 These reach beyond interconnection and community and towards
friendship and inclusion. When decisions have to be made that might affect the other-than-human,
there are several people who will speak as advocates on their behalf:
“Who’s that with green hair?”
“Earth Advocate—speaks for the rights of the total environment. Beside per is the Animal
Advocate. Those positions are not chosen strictly by lot, but by dream.” 374

This is an example of Plumwood’s renarrativisation. The orientation to the other-than-human in
Mattapoisett can also be compared to that of the deep ecologists. Devall and Sessions, for
example, suggest that “community” includes the animals and plants in an “organic wholeness”,
based on “more open communication with Nature” and centred on a spiritualised bioregion: 375
Local communities inspired by a shared concern for the bioregion, for “letting be” the plants
and native animals of that place, can make decisions concerning individual and communal
actions which respect the integrity of natural processes in that place. 376

The question of impact on the other-than-human is seriously considered in communalist
utopia. Modifications to local ecosystems and biocommunities are made, but with due thought
and consideration; this is consistent with ecophilosophical thinking:
Less interference does not imply that humans should not modify some ecosystems as do other
species. Humans have modified the Earth and will continue to do so. At issue is the nature and
extent of that interference. 377 [emphasis added]

All the works exhibit an ethos whereby people’s relationship to animals is characterised by
respect. Ecotopia is somewhat unconvincing, however, as animals are portrayed in relation to
humans only when they are hunted and in the occasional sexual fantasy of female-as-animal
and have no other being. 378 Forest-as-shrine is presented in tandem with a shed full of sawmill
equipment. Nature is not really present since it has no subjectivity of its own, rather the
narrative is focused on the human presence in a landscape which is at best a version of the
garden city, at worst merely a setting for sex, hunting and war-games.
Be that as it may, holism orientates Woman on the Edge of Time, Ecotopia and most of these works.
Rituals to thank or acknowledge the other-than-human are common (for example, on killing an
animal or cutting down a tree):
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“We’re part of the web of nature. Don’t you find that beautiful? …
“We have a hundred ceremonies to heal us to the world we live in with so many others.” 379

Many of these rituals show a new turn towards Indigenous ways of being in the world:
the argument that ‘traditional’ communities are conservers and good resource users by virtue
of the localised knowledge they possess and the harmonious relation they have with nature has
resulted in an attempt to recover lost traditions of community responsibility …. 380

Creative work also features strongly in Mattapoisett, which, like several of the other texts,
places a high value on hand-made objects of beauty. Unsurprisingly, given that Morris was a
leading figure in the arts and crafts movement, this attention to artisanship is also found in
News from Nowhere:
The glass, crockery, and plate were very beautiful to my eyes, used to the study of mediaeval
art; but a nineteenth-century club-haunter would, I daresay, have found them rough and
lacking in finish … 381

In addition to its projects for the removal of roads and for work of repair, Pacific Edge also regreens private spaces, working against the human culture/external nature dualism. Kevin’s
home renovations shift them radically from “boxes” to spaces that are literally alive. 382 They
contain aquaculture fish and trees, roofs that move with the sun, atriums letting in the sky,
trees that grow in walls. 383 Kevin’s use of technology is new, but his sentiment would be
entirely familiar to Morris:
“Seeing homes as organisms—there’s an elegance to that, and if you can still make it beautiful
. . .”
“It’s a work of art.”
“Yes, but a work of art that you live in. If you live in a work of art, it does something to you
…” 384

All these texts depict a valuing of the other-than-human, but Robinson’s have by far the
strongest love of place. The narrative in Pacific Edge is about such a place, Rattlesnake Hill, which
Kevin and others fight to protect from development:
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Dark bulk of the hill above, furry with scrub oak and sage. His home under the hill. His hill,
the center of his life, his own great mound of sandstone and sage. 385

The Mars trilogy reads at times as a 2000-page ode to rock formations and landscapes, lovingly
described throughout the work. The Red political party are activists for an undisturbed Mars,
an ethos attuned to Arne Næss’s suggestion that the valuing of “non-human life forms” should
include “things biologists may classify as non-living: rivers (watersheds), landscapes …”. 386
Also strong, and represented by the Greens, is a love of new life, seen in the fell flowers and
animals gradually introduced into the thickened atmosphere as terraforming accelerates. These
conflicting forms of care are ultimately resolved by setting aside the high altitudes where rock
and landscape can remain relatively untouched. Local attention to species and biotic systems is
seen as a kind of ecopoiesis, made possible through science, which makes the codes of life
accessible to creative shaping, in an entirely new form of plasticity:
Tariki and Nanao talked about ecopoesis, which for them was terraforming redefined,
subtilized, localized. … the slow, steady, and intensely local process of working on individual
patches of land. ‘Mars is all a garden. Earth too for that matter. This is what humans have
become. So we have to think about gardening, about that level of responsibility to the land. A
human-Mars interface that does justice to both.’
Sax waggled a hand uncertainly. ‘I’m used to thinking of Mars as a kind of wilderness,’ he said
… ‘You know – get things started, let loose the seeds, then watch all develop on its own. Selforganizing ecologies, you know. … Maybe they’re just two stages of a process. Both
necessary.’ 387

In sum, these novels consider carefully how to live in partnership with the other-than-human.
Several have a spiritual dimension, in Mars established through the viriditas and areophany, and
in most of the other texts largely through Indigenous borrowings.
The attention to re-inhabitation and partnership with the other-than-human is a shared,
perhaps global, effort. This is prefigured in Morris, but appears here within a much deeper
sense of ecological crisis, with the result that both the understanding and the response are
located in science and in ethics to a much greater degree than in earlier utopias.

385 Ibid, p 29.
386 Næss, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle: Outline of an Ecosophy, p 29.
387 Robinson, Green Mars, pp 91-92.
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Technology and communalist utopia
Utopias of our era cannot help but speak to technology. The primal utopia of Pandora in James
Cameron’s Avatar imagines advanced military technologies defeated by hand weapons and
ancient powers. The tree shepherd Ents in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings tear down the pits and
engines of Saruman. In Tamora Pearce’s mediaevalist Protector of the Small series, Kel defeats the
machine-creator with magic and a simple weapon. At the other end of the spectrum, some
post-human utopias happily incorporate new technology: splicing the human with the alien in
Octavia Butler’s Xenogenesis (1987-1989);388 ironically reengineering the human, as Crake in
Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003);389 conjoining us with a technological artefact such as
a spaceship; or interweaving human minds with artificial intelligence helpers, as in several of
Robinson’s novels.
Technology, it seems at first glance, has a paradoxical quality, which intermingles the good and
the ill, the saving grace and the instrumentalising, the liberative and the loss of livelihood.
“From the very beginning”, Lewis Mumford remarked in 1934, “the machine provoked
compensatory or hostile reactions. In the world of ideas, romanticism and utilitarianism go side
by side”. 390 (He places the beginning very early indeed, at least 3000 years ago.391) Technology,
Mumford later elaborated (1965), was present even in the ancient world, not merely in tools
and artefacts but in the coercive use of human parts to form a “mega-machine”, implicated in
large-scale and often destructive military enterprises, and marking the beginning of the
automation/mechanisation on which future technologies would depend. 392
The relationship between technology and instrumentalisation was discussed by Heidegger in his
essay “The Question Concerning Technology” (1954). 393 He argued that modern technology
has the essential quality, which he named enframing, of converting everything into a “standingreserve”, that is, a resource or energy supply awaiting use. This involves setting upon nature in
a “challenging forth” of its energies, using technology to unlock, command, regulate and
secure, not merely for storage or use, but always driving forward with further intent such as
increased profits or productivity. 394 Presciently, he saw that enframing, or the process of

388 Octavia Butler, Xenogenesis, Guild America New York, 1989 (originally 1987-1989).
389 Margaret Atwood, Oryx and Crake, Bloomsbury, London, 2003.
390 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, San Diego, New York and London, 1963,
p 284 (originally 1934).
391 Ibid, p 9.
392 Lewis Mumford, “Technics and the Nature of Man”, Nature, 1965, vol 208, pp 926-927.
393 Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology”, in The Question Concerning Technology, and Other
Essays, trans William Lovitt, Garland Publishing, New York and London, 1977 (originally under this title in a
1955 lecture (in German)).
394 Ibid, p 15.
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setting-upon nature, threatens to turn everything, including man, into standing-reserve. 395 Art
or poïesis, as a saving power associated with questioning, may or may not reveal this danger to
us. 396
The rapid changes of the Industrial Revolution and the consequent poverty brought these two
aspects of the machine, the device and the organisation of human parts, into sharp focus.
While the hostility to the power loom is perhaps better remembered, E P Thompson (1964)
draws our attention to the forms or organisation used by manufacturers – deductions for use
of equipment, wage decreases, layoffs and unpaid pre-work – that lowered the weavers’
condition to one of penury in the first half of the nineteenth century:
The power-loom provided both the State and the employers with a cast iron alibi. But we
might equally well see the story of the weavers as the expression of the highly abnormal
situation which existed during the Industrial Revolution. In the weavers’ history we have a
paradigm case of the operation of a repressive and exploitative system upon a section of
workers without trade union defences. Government not only intervened actively against their
political organisations and trade unions; it also inflicted upon the weavers the negative dogma
of the freedom of capital as intransigently as it was to do upon the victims of the Irish
famine. 397

It is against this double sense of Mumford’s machine that science fiction and dystopia emerge
(forms which are neither exclusive nor oppositional). Each is expressive of a form of futurity
related to the two aspects of the machine, regardless of the temporal location of the narrative –
in the case of science fiction, the technological application of science proffered as novum 398 and
in the case of dystopia, of the instrumentalising order, created by man rather than God, 399 and
imagined as if it were to become all-encompassing. Andrew Milner argues that science fiction
emerges from the early nineteenth century, and should be seen as part of the dialectic between
Romanticism and Enlightenment concerning technology. 400 Dystopia appears to emerge postDarwin, in the mid to late nineteenth-century, and could perhaps be considered as the version
of the same dialectic, concerning systems of organisation.
Seeing dystopia as not so much evil as part of a dialectic between the Enlightenment’s new
forms of authority, replacing those of God and the church, and Romanticism’s conceptions of
individual subjectivity (freedom, the sublime, transcendence) might help us understand the

395
396
397
398
399

Ibid, p 18.
Ibid, pp 34-35.
E P Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, Victor Gollancz, London, 1964, p 312.
Milner, Locating Science Fiction, p 139; Suvin, “Science Fiction and the Novum”.
Lyman Tower Sargent, “Do Dystopias Matter?”, in Dystopia(n) Matters: On the Page, on Screen, on Stage, ed Fátima
Vieira, Cambridge Scholars, Newcastle upon Tyne, 2013, p 12.
400 Milner, Locating Science Fiction, pp 143, 178.
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particular reading pleasures offered in the recent surge of young adult dystopian fiction, which
are still being puzzled through by critics. 401 Oppressive but lavishly stylised systems which
individuals transcend and defeat, such as those in Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games (20082010), Allyson Braithwaite Condie’s Matched (2010-2012) and Veronica Roth’s Divergent (20112013) place dystopia in a realm which is witness to fulfilled rather than unfulfilled desire. 402
Mumford’s dystopianism was only to deepen. In The Myth of the Machine (vol 1 1967) he offers a
totalising vision of technocratic, corporatised, dehumanised planet:
our age is passing … to a radically different condition, in which [man] will have not only
conquered nature, but detached himself as far as possible from the organic habitat.
With this new ‘megatechnics’ the dominant minority will create a uniform, all-enveloping,
super-planetary structure, designed for automatic operation. Instead of functioning actively as
an autonomous personality, man will become a passive, purposeless, machine-conditioned
animal whose proper functions, as technicians now interpret man’s role, will either be fed into
the machine or strictly limited and controlled for the benefit of de-personalized, collective
organizations. 403

Murray Bookchin’s explicitly utopian vision for a technological society in Towards a Liberatory
Technology, published around the same time (1965), questions the inevitability of technology
having this instrumentalising role, and instead suggests creative, liberatory and ecological
possibilities for technology in a re-negotiated, post-scarcity, communalist world:
As we shall see, a new technology has developed that could largely replace the realm of
necessity by the realm of freedom … technological developments that carry a new qualitative
promise—the promise of decentralized, communitarian lifestyles, or what I prefer to call
ecological forms of human association. 404

Bookchin’s communalism would locate each human settlement within a biotic community. By
intermingling town and country and situating as much production as possible within the local
environ, the rift between the now alienated human consumer and the exploited natural world
could be healed:

401 See eg Amy H Sturgiss, “Not Your Parents’ Dystopias: Millennial Fondness for Worlds Gone Wrong”, Reason,
2014, vol 46, no 5.
402 Collins, The Hunger Games; Ally Condie, Matched Trilogy, Dutton / Penguin, Boston, 2012 (originally 2010-2012);
Veronica Roth, Divergent / Insurgent / Allegiant, Katherine Tegen / HarperCollins, New York, 2013 (originally
2011-2013).
403 Lewis Mumford, The Myth of the Machine: Technics and Human Development, Harcourt, Brace & World, New York,
1967, p 3.
404 Murray Bookchin, “Towards a Liberatory Technology”, in Post-Scarcity Anarchism, 2nd edn, Black Rose Books,
Montreal and Buffalo, 1986, pp 115-116 (originally 1965).
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To bring the sun, the wind, the earth, indeed the world of life, back into technology, into the
means of human survival, would be a revolutionary renewal of man’s ties to nature. To restore
this dependence in a way that evoked a sense of regional uniqueness in each community—a
sense not only of generalized dependence but of dependence on a specific region with distinct
qualities of its own—would give this renewal a truly ecological character. A real ecological
system would emerge, a delicately interlaced pattern of local resources, honored by continual
study and artful modification. 405

Necessarily, communalist utopias in the same period were optimistic. In the face of the
ecological and other detriments of modernity, they elaborate something like Bookchin’s
technological optimism into an intriguing “high-tech, low-tech” solution. Carefully selected
forms of “high technology” (in the sense of sophisticated technology) operate side by side with
“low technology” (in the sense of simple, low-impact technology). Aspects of modernity and
subsistence farming coexist. Unfettered use of high technology is implicated in dystopic
exploitation of natural systems and the destruction of resources and communities, and is
rejected in all the 1960s and 1970s texts discussed.
Many high technologies are associated with consumerist desire in Huxley’s Island, and are
rejected:
We don’t feel any need for your speedboats or your television. 406

Partnership and/or harmony with nature is a strong underlying ethos. In Woman on the Edge of
Time, Luciente explains:
You might say our – you’d say religion? – ideas make us see ourselves as partners with water,
air, birds, fish, trees. 407

This leads to the rejection of some proposals for development. Recycling is embraced in
several works, including Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time:
Our technology did not develop in a straight line from yours … We have limited resources …
We can afford to waste . . . nothing. 408

Rejection of unsustainable uses of “high technology” leads directly to a return to “low
technology” or manual labour for many tasks, typically including food production and the
crafting of household goods:
Okay, so you can automate a whole factory … So why do I see people grubbing around
broccoli plants picking off caterpillars? Why is everybody running around on foot or bicycles?

405
406
407
408

Ibid, pp 151-152.
Huxley, Island, p 86.
Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, p 125.
Ibid.
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We have so much energy from [various sources] … That’s a fixed amount. Manufacturing and
mining are better done by machines. Who wants to go deep into the earth and crawl through
tunnels … Who wants to sit in a factory sewing the same four or five comforter patterns? 409

The juxtaposition between high and low technologies is very evident and deliberate in each of
the mid-twentieth century works. In Ecotopia, for example, the train is extraordinarily
sophisticated, fast and vibration-fee, whereas the knapsacks and skis of the passengers on the
train are primitive and homemade, and the carriages “are full of hanging ferns and small
plants”. 410 This may point to a contradiction in the work, for a train which is so sophisticated
must surely be associated with aspects of industrial modes of resource extraction and
production. Arguably, each of these novels has an ambivalent stance on technology, as does
Western society. Like many peoples, the utopian inhabitants do not want the destructive
outcomes of industrialisation but they still desire – to avoid onerous labour, or to travel
reasonably fast, for example. Restraint is exercised; bicycles are favoured in many of the works,
but even bicycles imply extraction of materials, metallurgy, the sophisticated machining of parts
in factories. It is clear that at the same time as critiquing the detriments of the industrial era,
some manufacturing is nevertheless to be retained. Activities such as mining and timber-felling
are typically scaled back, but not eliminated, as the passage above from Woman on the Edge of
Time confirms. Jameson comments that “the separation of the theme of technology and
invention from the ‘ugliness’ of factory and industrial work” acts as a kind of deus ex machina for
utopias facing particular dilemmas, with Morris’s “force vehicles” an example. 411 In the
ecological utopias, the dilemma is not (or not merely) the ugliness of factories or even the
conditions of labour in them; it is the adverse relationship to World that mechanisation both
symbolises and enacts. Presence to World is hardly possible within a comforter factory, even in
Mattapoisett, and we are not taken there. Insofar as mines and mechanical production are
disregarded, off-stage, or merely waved to in passing like Morris’s force barges, utopian guides
obscure a necessarily uneasy relationship between production and ecological restraint. The
foundries and factories we are not taken to see speak of contradictions such as those between
by-products and “we waste – nothing” or between clearing miles of route for a railway and
apologising to individual trees.

409 Ibid, pp 129-130.
410 Callenbach, Ecotopia, pp 7-8.
411 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions, pp 152-153.
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High technology is strongly favoured in the novels when associated with ecological innovation
and solutions, and is in fact encouraged for certain utopian purposes, such as ecology and
agriculture. Innovation and research that will assist an eco-balanced society are foregrounded,
so that in The Dispossessed, Takver is playing with the genetics of fish; and Luciente in Woman on
the Edge of Time is a plant geneticist. 412 In Island, the life-sciences are taught to a sophisticated
level, at the same time as technologies or sciences that might ravage biological communities are
excluded:
We don’t really have any practical need for that [non-life sciences] kind of research – no heavy
industries to be made more competitive, no armaments to be made more diabolical, not the
faintest desire to land on the backside of the moon. Only the modest ambition to live as fully
human beings in harmony with the rest of life on this island at this latitude on this planet. 413

These interventions typically envision an individual scientist or creative problem-solver – a
person embedded in their local communities, both human and other-than-human, who
sensitively solves local problems. Yet behind these individual engagements with science and
technology must surely lie a larger scale base of research and development.
Robinson’s Mars trilogy has a different relationship to technology: an optimism and sense of
plenitude that the off-world location makes possible. Indeed, his is a technological utopianism
that has more in common with Iain M Banks, a renewed belief in the endlessly transformative
possibilities of science. Yet, throughout the Mars trilogy, the human desire to apply technology
is hotly contested as a central theme, and eventually restricted in certain agreed ways, albeit not
before there is damage to mourn.
Communalist utopian novels make a serious attempt to model a possible ethical response to
technology, as do many actual communitarian communities and ecovillages. They suggest an
alternative wherein technology is used for energy storage and use, but where a conversion of all
systems into standing-reserve is avoided. Modern technology is not eliminated as it is in primal
utopias, nor is it part of the machinations of dark forces as in many mediaevalist utopias. Some
form of viable middle ground is sought. And in the end, Mumford arrives at a similar
conclusion:
Fortunately there already are many indications, though scattered, faint, and often contradictory,
that a fresh transformation is in the making: one which will recognize that the money economy
is bankrupt, and the power complex has become, through its very excesses and exaggerations,
impotent …. Should this prove true, the present canvass [sic] of the existing society, its
technological miscarriages and its human misdemeanors, should by implication give valid
positive directions for working out a life-economy …

412 Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, p 53; Le Guin, The Dispossessed, p 158.
413 Huxley, Island, p 246.
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When the moment comes to replace power with plenitude, compulsive external rituals with
internal, self-imposed discipline, depersonalization with individuation, automation with
autonomy, we shall find that the necessary change of attitude and purpose has been going on
beneath the surface during the last century, and the long buried seeds of a richer human culture
are now ready to strike root and grow, as soon as the ice breaks up and the sun reaches
them. 414

Communalist ecophilosophical writers have elaborated on the “positive directions” as
suggested by Mumford. Devall and Sessions proposed a set of “questions [which] can be asked
of any technological device or system”. 415
This key feature of communalist utopia has few precursors. An exception is William Morris,
who in News from Nowhere was predicting a waste of resources associated with inappropriate use
of high technology:
by that time it was as much as – or rather, more than – a man could do to fix an ash pole to a
rake by handiwork; so that it would take a machine worth a thousand pounds, a group of
workmen, and half a day’s travelling, to do five shillings’ worth of work. 416

His quasi-mediaevalist utopia includes “force barges” and other new technologies. 417 Morris is
sometimes read as anti-technology, but this is an oversimplification. Rather, as Williams points
out, in News from Nowhere workers are to choose when and how technologies are to be
employed. 418
This could be read as a point of difference from the contemporary works, which are largely
motivated by ecological concerns. These concerns are, of course, still very much present: as
Erika Cudworth points out, the benefits and detriments of technology are unequally
distributed. 419 Looking beyond the human, our technology has brought extensive detriments
and virtually no benefits to any other ecological community. Technology remains deeply
implicated in the destruction of ecosystems and in climate change.

414 Lewis Mumford, The Myth of the Machine: The Pentagon of Power, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York, 1970, pp
429, 433-434.
415 Devall and Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living As If Nature Mattered, p 35.
416 Morris, News from Nowhere, p 185.
417 Ibid, p 168.
418 Raymond Williams, “Culture and Society 1780-1950”, in Tenses of the Imagination: Raymond Williams on Science
Fiction, Utopia and Dystopia, ed Andrew Milner, Peter Lang / Ralahine, Bern, 2010, p 28 (originally 1958).
419 Erika Cudworth, Social Lives with Other Animals: Tales of Sex, Death and Love, Palgrave McMillan, Basingstoke and
New York, 2011, p 8.
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Conclusion
All of these communalist utopias are positioned in deliberate opposition to industrialised
modernity with its alienated human subject and devastated natural systems. Positioned as they
are beyond the borders of capitalist nation-states, each of these utopias has emerged from, or is
still engaged in as an ongoing project of resistance to, capitalist models and influences that lie
not very far from its borders. Their marginality and struggle for survival against powerful and
hostile states was such that Suvin recategorised these works as “fallible utopias”. 420
Each depicts an ideal world based on a decentralised network of villages, towns or cities
organised at every level as a participatory, egalitarian society. Centralised structures are regarded
with deep suspicion as tending towards dystopian abuse of power, much as in the nineteenth
century anarchist and communalist socialist thought. In all, the socio-political and the
emotional lives of the community are deeply interwoven, and in several considerable attention
is given to the ways in which these are managed.
Each of these novels portrays a society which is along the path of attempting to shift from
away from disharmonious divisions between human society and World and towards
reharmonised, reinhabitory relations. The communalist utopia, unlike the primal utopia, does
embark on projects which will modify local ecosystems; however, unlike arcadia, it is attentive
to its World-modifying role. In these of the novels, there is a strong ethos of restraint, tending
towards scarcity. Restraint is particularly strong around technology. Kim Stanley Robinson’s
Mars trilogy (1993-1996) is perhaps the exception, substituting a bountiful technology for a
bountiful nature, remaking a rocky planet into a version of arcadia and offering a version of
arcadian freedom to those who dwell outside the main habitations.
Morris’s News from Nowhere anticipates these works in many aspects which would otherwise be
distinctive to the period, including care, ecopoiesis and restorative projects which offer a
reinhabitatory form of “willed transformation”.

420 Suvin, “A Tractate on Dystopia 2001”, p 394.
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“Will they not produce corn, and wine, and clothes, and shoes, and build houses
for themselves? And when they are housed, they will work, in summer, commonly,
stripped and barefoot, but in winter substantially clothed and shod. They will feed
on barley-meal and flour of wheat, baking and kneading them, making noble cakes
and loaves; these they will serve up on a mat of reeds or on clean leaves,
themselves reclining the while upon beds strewn with yew or myrtle. And they and
their children will feast, drinking of the wine which they have made, wearing
garlands on their heads, and hymning the praises of the gods, in happy converse
with one another.”
— Plato, The Republic 1

In Chapter 1, I suggested that ecophilosophy was a reinhabitory discourse which offered,
among other theorisations, a set of concepts that together formed a kind of Umwelt, 2 or
orientation to being in the world. My primary texts were selected for their ecological themes, so
it was not surprising to find that, as we moved through the chapters, many were strongly
attuned to concepts such as regard and care, with primal utopia foregrounding letting-be and
arcadia ecopoiesis. The future-orientated communalist utopia also offered ecophilosophical
orientations, including some only beginning to emerge in our era, such as the use in Piercy’s
Woman on the Edge of Time of renarrativisation. 3
This chapter turns to the utopia of everyday life, a form which, instead of revisioning the
future, claims the “here and now”, not necessarily that of the period when the author’s text was
written or published, but rather the “here and now” of the narrative. This implies that a utopia
of everyday life is as possible in a science fiction or fantasy novel as in any other. The utopia of
everyday life is a subgenre which offers a responsive, creative expression of “a better life for us
all” born of the interactions of daily life. It is strongly attuned to a dwelling-within World.

1
2
3

Plato, The Republic, trans Benjamin Jowett, Enhanced Media, 2016, p 43 (originally c BC386-367).
Sebeok, Contributions to the Doctrine of Signs.
Plumwood, “Nature in the Active Voice”, pp 118-125.
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However, this utopia makes a decisive turn away from questions of how to structure society:
unlike a traditional utopia, it has little interest in politics, leadership, law or any other formal
aspect of social organisation. These utopian texts, even when radically oppositional, offer no
manifesto for societal transformation. When Davina Cooper raises whether they might
potentially “contribute to a transformative politics specifically through the concepts they
actualize and imaginatively invoke”, 4 she highlights an area where their utopian status might be
considered questionable. We can perhaps locate their “alternative historical hypothesis”, 5 but
there is no societal-wide “willed transformation”, 6 and some utopias of everyday life have been
roundly criticised for its absence. 7 On the face of it, they are narratives of retreat into a utopian
enclave. This chapter will, then, aim to glean, from their orientations to the everyday, hints of
reinhabitory models of being in the World that might speak optimistically to our era more
broadly.
The chapter begins by distinguishing “the utopia of everyday life” from “everyday life in
utopia”. It then prises the everyday apart from reductive readings which reduce the quotidian
to banality and repetition. In this chapter, the everyday is located not in the mundane but in
presence and encounter: to/with the self, other and World. The everyday is everywhere, including
in utopia. As Sargent observes: “It is this showing of everyday life transformed that
characterizes a utopia, and utopianism is about just that transformation of the everyday”. 8 This
makes the choice of comparator texts difficult. Part I begins with the everyday life utopia
outlined in the early pages of Plato’s Republic. 9 A comparison of Plato’s text with one from an
extant utopian community serves to show that, as Sargent claims, some versions of utopia have
been almost constant in imagery for several millennia. 10 This arguably validates our moving
directly to a period strongly marked by everyday life utopias, the mid-nineteenth century, 11 with
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford (1851-1853) and Thoreau’s seminal work of reinhabiting nature,

Davina Cooper, Everyday Utopias: The Conceptual Life of Promising Spaces, Duke University Press, Durham and
London, 2014, p 3.
5 Suvin, “Defining the Literary Genre of Utopia: Some Historical Semantics, Some Genology, a Proposal, and a
Plea”, p 42.
6 Williams, “Utopia and Science Fiction”, p 203.
7 For example, Richard Francis writes of Thoreau’s proposal that the perfect state arises from everyday
interactions with others, these obeying the laws of nature rather than time: “it requires us to sideline history’s
contingency … There can be no agenda, no program, no course of action to advocate when there is ‘neither
past, present, or future’”: Richard Francis, “Walden: The Community of One”, in Transcendental Utopias:
Individual and Community at Brook Farm, Fruitlands, and Walden, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London,
1997, p 231.
8 Lyman Tower Sargent, Utopianism: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p 4.
9 Plato, The Republic.
10 Sargent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, p 28.
11 Established as period for the “domestic novel” by Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political
History of the Novel, Oxford University Press, New York and Oxford, 1987.
4
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Walden (1854). 12 The nineteenth century fin-de-siècle is represented by Sarah Orne Jewett’s The
Country of the Pointed Firs (1896) and the early twentieth century by Elizabeth von Arnim’s The
Enchanted April (1922), the latter chosen for its prefiguration of the retreat to the continent
idylls of the current era. 13
Part II turns to the four primary texts: the final chapter of Peter Carey’s Bliss (1981); 14 Nicola
Griffith’s novel Ammonite (1992); 15 Toni Morrison’s community of women in Paradise (1997); 16
and Sue Monk Kidd’s The Secret Life of Bees (2001). 17 Henri Lefebvre’s understanding of
“differential spaces” and Michel de Certeau’s of subversive otherness are used to establish the
oppositional possibilities of the everyday. Each narrative is then briefly summarised and its
everyday orientation to relationships with the other-than-human, as well as human sociality, are
discussed. Given that the earliest was published in 1981, we might expect their orientations to
be inflected with the cultural dominants18 of postmodernism, that is, that they will be shaped
by the colonisation of the everyday by late capitalism. Here, Jameson’s Postmodernism, or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991) provides our reference point, and some sources of
oppositional energy will be identified. 19 We also consider these novels against Kristen
Jacobson’s topographies for “neodomestic fiction”, and speculate on how it might be possible
to theorise their post-secular spirituality.20

Defining everyday life
“Everyday life” is a term which describes the experiences of a being in its unfolding encounters
with its surrounding world. The everyday is identified largely with the present and the world in
close proximity, but these identifications are by no means precise, as will be discussed. An
experience of everyday life can include a variety of sensory experiences, communicative
exchanges, actions, emotions and other forms of engagement, whether active or receptive, and
whether experienced positively or negatively. A “being” need not be human.

12 Elizabeth C Gaskell, Cranford, Heron Books, London, c1970 (originally in serial form 1851-1853); Henry David
Thoreau, Walden: or, Life in the Woods, Castle Books, Edison (NJ), 2007 (originally 1854).
13 Elizabeth von Arnim, The Enchanted April, The Folio Society, London, 2002 (originally 1922); Sarah Orne
Jewett, The Country of the Pointed Firs, Jonathan Cape, London, 1927 (originally 1896).
14 Peter Carey, Bliss, Picador, London, 1982 (originally 1981). Carey is a prominent Australian novelist.
15 Nicola Griffith, Ammonite, Gollancz, London, 2012 (originally 1992).
16 Toni Morrison, Paradise, Vintage, London, 1999 (originally 1997).
17 Sue Monk Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, Review Books/Hodder Headline, London, 2003 (originally 2001).
18 Williams, Culture, p 204.
19 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Verso, London and New York, 1991, p
6.
20 Kristen J Jacobson, “Neodomestic American Fiction,” (Columbus (OH): The Ohio State University Press,
2010), p 9.
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The above is the basis of a definition which will be further developed in this chapter. However,
it should first be acknowledged that there are other constructions of the everyday. This chapter
does not follow those that take a reductive position, whereby “everyday life” is reduced to mere
physical striving, repetition or banality. Instead, by associating the everyday with encounter it
becomes possible to include sensual materiality, shifts in cyclic time, and poetic engagement
with the quotidian. In this expanded form, the everyday has much utopian potential; where
reductively equated with the mundane, utopia is barely plausible. However, how the category of
the everyday is defined profoundly affects its utopian or dystopian potential, so several of the
reductive versions will be briefly discussed by way of preamble. Implicitly, to talk of “everyday
life” is to suggest one or more categories of the “not-everyday”. In various writings on
everyday life, the everyday/not-everyday is characterised as the ordinary/extraordinary, 21 the
taken-for-granted/the cognisant, 22 the banal/the meaningful, Lefebvre’s insignificant
residue/significance or specialised categories,23 the domestic/employment in labour, 24 “pure
life”/abstraction, 25 the habitual/creative, 26 to name a few.
Of these, the most prevalent idea of the everyday has been “the ordinary”. “The everyday,
then, is ourselves, ordinarily”, Maurice Blanchot remarks. 27 Daily life is held to be “ordinary”
and within this are typically located further and largely negative categories such as the
repetitive, the dull, the barely conscious 28 – in other words, the lowest levels of engagement
with World. Why it is that daily life is often characterised in this way is puzzling, for the
possibilities of the everyday are not limited to the ordinary and even less so to the banal.
Presumably it emerges from the term itself: the “everyday” is read as “things that must occur in
the same way every day” rather than “the possibilities that every day presents”. In an often
interchanged term, “daily life”, the “daily” is assumed to involve meaningless repetition. The
day is a recurring event, it is true: but within this are multiple, creative possibilities. A useful
analogy is the idea of a daily newspaper: it is produced daily, in a process that might be

21 Rita Felski, “Everyday Life Issue: Introduction”, New Literary History, 2002, vol 33, no 4, p 617; Maurice
Blanchot, “Everyday Speech” (trans Susan Hanson), Yale French Studies, 1987, vol 73, p 12.
22 Felski, “Everyday Life Issue: Introduction”, pp 607-608.
23 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life: Volume 1, trans John Moore, Verso, London and New York, 1991, p
97 (originally as Critique de la vie quotidienne I: Introduction, Grasset, Paris, 1947); Blanchot, “Everyday Speech”, p
13.
24 Ball attributes the idea that everyday life comprises activities other than labour to German sociology around
1900: Edward Ball, “The Great Sideshow of the Situationalists International”, Yale French Studies, 1987, no 73,
p 29.
25 Claire Colebrook, “The Politics and Potential of Everyday Life: On the Very Concept of Everyday Life”, New
Literary History, 2002, vol 33, no 4.
26 Victor Shklovsky, “Art as Technique”, in Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, trans Lee T Lemon and Marion
J Reis, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln and London, 1965 (originally 1917).
27 Blanchot, “Everyday Speech”, p 12.
28 See ibid.
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characterised as repetitive, and indeed in some aspects it is (the journalist must file the story,
the presses must roll, the web pages must be uploaded); yet the gathering and writing and
publishing of stories within a frame presented by the course of a day actually embraces a
multitude of the possibilities of representation and responds to the vibrant and changing space
of events. Everyday life is the daily newspaper of being.
In this chapter, everyday life will, instead of focussing on “the ordinary” be characterised by a
concept of encounter, which is presence to proximity. Presence to what is in proximity is able to
include many of the above oppositional categories: sensory awareness to both that which is
familiar (the ordinary) as well as that which unfolds, communicative exchange, delight and
other feelings, reverie or reflection. To strongly experience the everyday is to be imbued with
this presence, that is, to have cognisance of aspects of what is close. In other words, the
everyday is not simply the set of all materiality and communications and events comprising the
proximate; rather it is the experience of an aspect of consciousness intersecting with those
aspects. This implies that the experience of the everyday in part depends on meanings emerging
from within the consciousness itself. The everyday has been described as a mystery:
consciousness is perhaps one source of this mystery.
Conversely, to the extent that a consciousness is not present to what is in proximity, its
experience would not be considered to be an experience of everyday life. Some such
differentiation is needed if the category of “everyday life” is not to subsume all existence.
Defining everyday life as “presence to what is in proximity” is to deliberately exclude that
which has character of “absence to what is in proximity”. Most obviously, this experience
might be a lapse in consciousness or concentration. However, it might well be the opposite—
for example, a state of intense preoccupation with some other time or some place. In other
words, absence occurs when consciousness foregrounds what is elsewhere. Examples include
being absorbed in a memory which has little relationship to the world in proximity; being
immersed in a narrative (whether fiction or non-fiction, and whether online or printed);
planning some future and distant arrangement; rehearsing fears; engaging in fantasies,
pondering philosophical abstractions; visioning a better world. Many of these preoccupations
are concerned with matters which have little existence in the proximate either in time or as
artefacts; they have little of the everyday about them. That said, it should be added that neither
“absence” nor “presence” as defined here are likely to be total; instead, we would expect
instead more of a spectrum, a “more or less” present to the proximate. As Guy Debord
remarks, “we are never outside of everyday life”. 29

29 Guy Debord, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life”, in Situationist International Anthology, ed
Knabb K, trans K Knabb, vol 1961, Bureau of Public Secrets, Berkeley (CA), 2006 (originally 1961 in
Internationale Situationniste). at p 92.
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It should also be noted that there is no “good” or “bad” point on this spectrum; to say any
performance of consciousness is not very present to the everyday is not to say it is in error. A
consciousness acts from its own necessity, and can be intensely absorbed in other aspects of
the world than those nearby for a variety of reasons, however much or little these are
understood. All that is necessary to say is that to be largely absent to the world in proximity is
not what is meant by “everyday life”. Consciousness might be assisted in its de-materialisation
by technology, by repetition or by language itself. Repetition, in particular, always offers the
possibility of an (at least partial) elsewhere-ness of consciousness. Banality, therefore, although
famously identified with the everyday, is paradoxically actually only an experience of the
everyday if we are present to it.
An experience of the everyday need not be very active or especially attentive. It does not have
to be Huxley’s “Attention! Here and Now, Boys!”, fully alert, although it might approach this.
It merely requires some degree of receptive awareness to the world in proximity, which
includes the body and even the mind itself. Even a dim feeling of alarm, felt while sleeping and
remembered on wakening, is an experience of the everyday. Presence is feeling or noticing
what is experienced, to some even minimal degree. It is heeded to.
It has just been argued that not all experiences belong to the everyday. Some experiences,
although they belong to a being who is tangibly present in a time and place, are focussed at the
level of consciousness on what is elsewhere. Therefore, it is possible for the present moment to
encompass material that does not belong to the everyday.
Now we must add another element to the paradox that is everyday life: that which is of the
everyday, and so does have presence in the moment, can never be entirely situated within the
temporal, material present. Leaking into the everyday, washing over it, colouring it and shaping
it are all manner of potencies from elsewhere and elsewhen. Memory of what has been
previously experienced, imagination of what might yet be, pre-existing emotional states and
relationships, pre-figured abstractions, an insistence on creative interpretations, the weight of
inherited cultural signs, deep structural codes within a being’s DNA, all of these and more can
interact strongly with what is in proximity and confound any simple spatio-temporal
identification. Seeing the shape of a dragon in a cloud and being filled with foreboding is as
truly an experience of everyday life as feeling the sun on one’s face. It is because these
influences, which we might collectively refer to as “structurings”, can conjoin with perceptions
of the world around us (and of our bodies, feelings and thoughts) that the everyday is not
contained by the present any more than it fully describes it. This means the everyday can be all
things: political or hedonistic, ideological or cynical, dangerous or complacent, optimistic or
fearful. It is not (necessarily) a hazy, somnambulant zone that it is often represented as,
although this is possible too.
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At this point, we can say with certainty that the present and the local – what is proximate in
time and space – are essential elements of the everyday. However, added to this are all manner
of structuring elements, such as those suggested above. As a result, everyday life conjoins with
history and memory, culture and sociality, identity and the body, and thence ideology and
power. Oppression and liberation both occur in the everyday. Poetry arises from the everyday,
lying as it does exactly at this intersection of the sensory with the abstract or general. Far from
being the ennobled opposite of an everyday construed as mundane, the majority of poetry
offers the simultaneous presence and absence of particularity. Perhaps all abstraction arises, in
some part, from the everyday:
Mysterious, yet at the same time substantial and fecund, everyday life is the crucial foundation
upon which the so-called ‘higher’ activities of human beings, including abstract cognition and
practical objectifications, are necessarily premised. 30

In the same way, the everyday can reveal or unconceal a dystopian or utopian gravity, as
experience extends into judgments of different forms of communicative exchange, politics,
history, identity, philosophy or creative expression. Debord suggests that the everyday is also
the place to which abstractions are returned to be evaluated:
Every project begins from it and every accomplishment returns to it to acquire its real
significance. Everyday life is the measure of all things: of the (non)fulfilment of human
relations; of the use of lived time; of artistic experimentation; and of revolutionary politics. 31

It is no accident that “everyday life in (dys/u)topia” is now an essential part of any utopian or
dystopian tale.

The banal and the meaningful
In many discussions of the everyday there is a list of what are understood to be its qualities.
These lists often include the “banal”, as in these examples from Michel Maffesoli and Georges
Perec:
all these fragments, these small-scale situations, these banalities which, by sedimentation,
constitute the essence of existence. 32
How should we take account of, question, describe what happens every day and recurs every
day: the banal, the quotidian, the obvious, the common, the ordinary, the infra-ordinary, the
background noise, the habitual? 33

30 Michael E Gardiner, Critiques of Everyday Life, Routledge, London and New York, 2000, p 2.
31 Debord, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life”, p 92.
32 Michel Maffesoli, “The Sociology of Everyday Life (Epistemological Elements)”, Current Sociology, 1989, vol 37,
no 1, p 3.
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The everyday as banal offers a version of the ordinary from which all interest or meaning has
leached away; it is the super-ordinary. Freya Mathews suggests that an impoverished concept of
the everyday as mundanity is associated within modernity itself, arguing that a poetic and
spiritual richness formerly experienced in the everyday and by traditional communities has been
lost:
The almost exclusively utilitarian tenor of the modern city, with its resultant ugliness and
discordance, is obvious to anyone standing on a busy Melbourne street, whereas an equally
casual glance at a nomad camp reveals a form of life expressive, down to the last detail, of a
poetic sense of existence: the most mundane activities are ‘raised’, through song and story,
costume and dance, to a form of poetic address, an ongoing call to a responsive, mythically
activated world. 34

Interestingly, a critical tradition which attempts to recover the political from modernity’s
everyday, represented by Lefebvre, de Certeau, Blanchot and Maffesoli, dives deliberately into
the banal. It pushes banality to a point of paradox from which the everyday must re-emerge as
new meanings, even as utopia:
The everyday is platitude … but this banality is also what is most important, if it brings us back
to existence in its very spontaneity and as it is lived—in the moment when, lived, it escapes
every speculative formulation, perhaps all coherence, all regularity. Now we evoke the poetry
of Chekhov or even Kafka, and affirm the depth of the superficial, the tragedy of nullity
… 35

Lefebvre’s concept of the everyday as the “residue” after specialised knowledge has been
removed also been influential. 36 Heller avoids characterising the everyday as banal, but she
contrasts “everyday thinking … arising from the facticity of the everyday” with professional
knowledge”, holding that the meanings of the latter “transcend the purely pragmatic” and
cannot be derived from it. 37 This is a familiar separation of “everyday man” from the
philosopher or scientist.
However, arguably an experience of the everyday may include any combination of meaning or
banality, as well as that which is sensory or in the realm of feeling. This implies that there is no
requirement for the experiencing consciousness to be preoccupied with the meaning either of

33 Georges Perec, “Approaches to What?”, in The Everyday Life Reader, ed Ben Highmore, Routledge, London and
New York, 2002, p 177 (originally 1973).
34 Freya Mathews, Journey to the Source of the Merri, Ginninderra Press, Canberra, 2003, p 35.
35 Blanchot, “Everyday Speech”, p 13.
36 Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life: Volume 1, p 97.
37 Agnes Heller, Everyday Life, trans G L Campbell, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, Boston, Melbourne and
Henley-on-Thames, 1984, pp 49-50 (originally 1970).
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its existence or of any of its acts. Neither meaning nor authenticity need be attributed to
everyday experiences (although this might occur).
In its utopian aspect, the everyday is likely to invest in meaning; but even here there remains an
open possibility that its utopian locus might not be immediately present, that is, not be known
at the time of an initial act. Returning to the definition of utopia in Chapter 1, it merely offers
an “enactment of ‘a better life for us all’”. Many of the utopias discussed in previous chapters
take a planned approach to creating utopia, so that meaning precedes action. However, a utopia
of everyday life can be enacted more spontaneously. A group might change its practice without
a preconceived plan, so that assignment of utopian meaning follows rather than precedes what
will come to be understood as a utopian enactment. To give an example, a group could act on
an impulse to put down tools in the face of an oppressive everyday experience, with this act
then beginning a strike for better conditions; this can be contrasted to a situation where a strike
is planned and then enacted by a laying down of tools. Unlike utopias situated in the future or
based on past-ness, desire is articulated as it is enacted. In other words, a utopian philosophy
might emerge from the everyday rather than the reverse.
It follows that we must distinguish these from other utopian explorations of the everyday plane
such as those in The Dispossessed, Island and Woman on the Edge of Time.38 These works might at
first appear similar in their attention to lived experience, but their starting point is a utopian
philosophy which they then attempt to play out in daily life. Such utopias portray “everyday life
in utopia”, rather than offering a “utopia of everyday life”.

38 Le Guin, The Dispossessed; Huxley, Island; Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time.
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I
Everyday life in the utopian tradition
The idea that the “everyday” might have utopian possibilities is an ancient one. The epigraphic
passage from Plato describes utopian yearnings as prevalent now as they were then. He depicts
an everyday life of self-sufficiency, healthy produce, satisfying outdoor work, pleasure in the
household arts of cooking and weaving, harmonious communities, a clean environment and
spiritually rich celebrations. All the imagined pleasures we continue to associate with a simpler
life are evoked, in a liberatory space where there are egalitarian relations, plenty rather than
scarcity, and where rewarding work is balanced with ample leisure and expressive poetics.
Works from William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1990) to Jackie French’s A Year in the Valley
(2010) 39 are entirely compatible with this vision, as are the philosophies of many extant
intentional communities such as this example from the Acorn community in Virginia:
We enjoy the hard work because it is our livelihood (that which provides us with direct
connection to the healthy, cruelty & exploitation free food that we grow and nurture; as well as
our shelter which we build). 40
We spend our leisure time hanging out with each other, making and listening to music, creating
art, reading, baking, playing with children, checking our e-mail, and spending time with each
other and with our friends outside of the community. 41

The detail and sentiments of Plato’s everyday and of the Acorn community are remarkably
similar; there is a recognisable shape and congruence that points to an enduring form of
utopian idealisation. Plato goes on to suggest that this version of life is his preferred ideal,
rather than the fuller picture he then depicts of an ideal city-state; only man’s incessant desire

39 Jackie French, A Year in the Valley: Seasons of Content, HarperCollins, Sydney, 2010.
40 Acorn Community Farm, “Who We Are and What We Are About”, 2014, no 5 May 2014,
http://www.acorncommunity.org.
41 Acorn Community Farm, “Culture and Recreation”, 2014-2016,
http://www.acorncommunity.org/about/community/culture/.
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to have more, requiring specialised roles impels the latter depiction which fills most of The
Republic. 42
That the “everyday” might have wearisome, anti-utopian qualities is also an ancient idea. The
verses of the “all is vanity” passage of Ecclesiastics, in abstract, are intended to focus attention
on the spiritual rather than the material, but they also speak to a very tangible dissatisfaction
with the futility and repetition of everyday labour and sensory experience:
Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity
What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun?
…
All things are full of labour; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear
filled with hearing.
The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be
done: and there is no new thing under the sun.
Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? it hath been already of old time,
which was before us. 43

Seneca also describes the discontent people can have with everyday life, relating this to a
distaste for repetition and even for life itself:
There are some affected by the same surfeit of doing and seeing, not a hatred of life but a
distaste for it, something we slip into even at the impulse of philosophy, when we say: ‘How
long will it always be the same? I shall wake up, and go to sleep, eat and feel hungry, shiver
with cold and sweat from heat. There is no end of anything, but everything is linked in a cycle,
things hasten past or follow on: night pursues day and day night, summer ends in autumn,
autumn is hurried on by winter, which in turn is subdued by spring: everything passes but so as
to return. I am not doing or seeing anything new. Boredom [“nausea” in some translations]
sets in even at this business of living.’ There are many who do not think living is cruel but
simply superfluous. 44

The above passages contrast depictions of the everyday as a place of creative, embodied,
sensual daily life with those describing a place of repetition, weariness of body or spirit and
pointlessness. In Sargent’s broader sense of “utopia”, the first case is eutopic, the second
dystopic. Many more examples might be given, but these are perhaps sufficient to illustrate that
the everyday has long been available in the Western tradition to manifest either utopian
creativity or dystopian ennui. Various features of the idealised version of the everyday have

42 Plato, The Republic.
43 Ecclesiastics 1:2-10 (King James version).
44 L A Seneca, “Letter to Lucilius 24”, in Selected Letters, trans Elaine Fantham, Oxford University Press, 2010, pp
44-45 (originally c AD 63).
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persisted. This is despite major shifts which have occurred in the lived everyday, for example
the shift from agricultural to industrial economies.
While the utopia of everyday life continues to be available as an enduring form, we might
expect that a reinvigoration of small-scale utopias would occur in those periods when a widerscale utopian vision seems unavailable. It is no accident that a utopia of everyday life is difficult
to find in Western literature of the 1960s or 1970s; the optimism associated with the waves of
social change discussed earlier (see Chapter 4) lent the utopian imagination a broader canvas.
The 1980s were a transition period. Many people were able to benefit from the gains achieved
in a period of social change (in Australia, these include anti-discrimination laws, free tertiary
education, public health, funding for women’s refuges, free migrant English classes). However
it was also a time of an increasingly triumphal discourse of economic “reform” and wealthmaking; in Australia, of floating the dollar, major tariff cuts, power-dressing and corporate
raiding. Carey’s Bliss (1981) appears very early in this period. By the 2000s, economic discourse
had overwhelmed social discourse in politics, many previous social gains had been eroded
through privatisation and “user pays” policies, and income disparity had grown. In many
Western countries, each of the dominant political parties has supported this trend to a greater
or lesser degree, creating pessimism around the possibility of change through electoral
processes. It is no coincidence that the 2000s are rich in utopias of everyday life.
The mid-nineteenth century was also a period of utopias (and dystopias) of everyday life.
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford (1851-1853), Thoreau’s Walden (1854) and Louisa May Alcott’s
Little Women (1868-1869) 45 all explore small-scale utopian possibilities, none of them
straightforwardly idealistic, and each responding to questions of how to create a harmonious
world in the face of poverty and inequity. Other novels of the period contain interludes, and
sometimes resolutions, that suggest the value of putting aside broader ambitions and seeking a
better life (often framed as usefulness) in the daily sphere of farm or village.
It is fairly well recognised that industrialisation wrought a major alteration to the everyday as a
by-product of its new modes of production and control of labour. In addition to the
dislocations of populations from rural environments, E P Thompson documents how everyday
life had to adjust to accommodate new rhythms brought about by the factory: the separation in
time and space of work and leisure, the inflexible hours of the working day and the suppression
of festivals and forms of leisure which interfered with highly regulated working hours. 46 If at
first farmers, artisans and some labourers had latitude, for example to treat the early part of the

45 Gaskell, Cranford; Thoreau, Walden: or, Life in the Woods; Louisa May Alcott, Little Women, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 2007 (originally 1868-1869).
46 E P Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism”, Past & Present, 1967, vol 38.
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week in a more leisurely way than the later,47 by the end of the eighteen century enclosures and
growing unemployment had “tightened the screw” to the point that in the nineteenth century
the majority of work become “unremitting toil”. 48 Towards the middle of the nineteenth
century, many were struggling:
The thirties and early forties of the nineteenth century were the dark years of early
industrialization—the years of child labour, low wages, high food prices, overcrowding and
miserable sanitary conditions,—the years that saw the split-up of the community into the two
nations, the rich and the poor. 49

The utopia of everyday life acquires particular relevance when optimism seems misjudged and
change for the better seems unlikely. Additionally, it belongs to those who are excluded from
power and cannot influence change: women, the poor, racial minorities. Its small scale favours
a focus on the domestic, the street or the local community: again, this suggests women, the
disenfranchised. Several utopias of everyday life in the mid nineteenth century (Cranford, Little
Women) fit within this frame and domestic novels flowered during the period. 50 Finally, being
small scale and emergent, there is a suggestion of community rather than communality; that is,
shared locale rather than (initially) a shared purpose.

47 Ibid, pp 73-76.
48 Ibid, pp 78-79.
49 H d R, “Mrs. Gaskell [bibliographic foreword]”, in Cranford, Heron Books, London, undated (originally 18511853).
50 Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel.
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II
Everyday life in the terminus age
The possibilities of the everyday
The first volume of Lefebvre’s Critique de la Vie Quotidienne was published in 1947. 51 He
continued to work on the ideas and possibilities of everyday life for most of the rest of the
century. Lefebvre’s response to a perceived colonisation of everyday space by coercive
structures of power was that political activity should focus on changing the production of space
as much as on other forms of production. If space, including everyday space, has been
colonised, it is also a place where resistance might begin:
The occupation of space as an offensive strategy of the working class. Objective: the collective
management and social appropriation of the space of production and the space of everyday
life. 52

Lefebvre suggests the creation of new, post-capitalist “differential spaces”, and proposes the
concept of a “right to space”. 53 If extended to include both the human and the other-thanhuman, this is an interesting counterpoint to the “right to habitat” couched in the previous
chapter in terms of body, landscape, dwelling and community. “Differential space” enriches the
concept of habitat by positing an ideal which is not uniform but diverse, whether across
individuals, communities or species. In addition to Lefebvre’s socialist hopes, it potentially
contains many other possibilities for resistance or change including a reharmonisation with the

51 Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life: Volume 1.
52 Henri Lefebvre, “The State in the Modern World”, in State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed Neil Brenner and
Stuart Elden, trans Gerald Moore, Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis, 2009, p 120 (originally 1975).
53 Henri Lefebvre, “Space and the State”, in State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden,
trans Gerald Moore, Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis and London,
2009, p 248 (originally 1978).
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other-than-human world; restoring or reclaiming local spaces; activism to prevent colonisation
of those spaces that remain. 54
De Certeau also discusses the subversive possibilities of the everyday, giving as an example the
subversion by native South Americans of the Spanish culture imposed on them:
the Indians nevertheless often made of the rituals, representations, and laws imposed on them
something quite different from what their conquerors had in mind … their use of the
dominant social order deflected its power, which they lacked the means to challenge; they
escaped it without leaving it. 55

An act of resisting can occur in whatever small spaces can remain “other” within a dominant
culture. This is helpful in explaining why a number of contemporary everyday life utopias
depict black or minority women protagonists, and why some of these are actually written by
white writers.56 The utopia of everyday life can offer a last-ditch response by those who cannot
conceive of any other utopian project and, while this might reasonably be the case for any
unwilling participant in a coercive world, as a textual figure the black or racially “other” woman
becomes the paradigmatic, heroic, alienated other, represented as disempowered/oppressed by
a dominant order but simultaneously as powerful in her everyday resistance both in act and
discourse. This tendency displaces, perhaps, the direction of earlier social realist novelists who
sought the expression of the everyday, as did Debord, in the (potentially revolutionary)
proletariat. 57
If the terminus-era works discussed in this chapter were produced within a “force field” of
postmodern culture58 expressive of late capitalism’s colonisation of the everyday, 59 and if there
is a utopian possibility that Lefebvre’s spatial or quotidian resistance is emerging from within
this culture, then there are several directions to explore. We might expect that, firstly, utopian
spaces of everyday life would carry forward various everyday idealisations persisting from
previous eras – these might include the arcadian spaces of the classical period, the “wild”
spaces of Walden, 60 the house spaces in works such as Little Women (1868 and 1869) or

54 See eg “Reclaim the Commons Manifesto”, Kosmos Journal, 2009, Fall | Winter; George Monbiot, “Land of the
Dispossessed”, PAN: Philosophy Activism Nature, 2000, no 1; Rob Hopkins and Peter Lipman, “The Transition
Network: Who We Are and What We Do”, TransitionNetwork.org, 2009,
https://www.transitionculture.org/2009/02/05/transition-networks-who-we-are-and-what-we-do-documentavailable/.
55 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans Steven Rendall, University of California Press, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1988, p xiii (originally 1984).
56 For example, Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees.
57 Debord, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life”, p 98.
58 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p 6.
59 Ibid, p 1.
60 Thoreau, Walden: or, Life in the Woods.
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European garden spaces, of which The Enchanted April (1922) is an example. For de Certeau,
such models (the “deteriorating pages” of Western culture and literature) express cultural
yearnings still available as persistent, widespread, “opaque and stubborn” expressions of the
everyday: 61
beneath the fabricating and universal writing of technology, opaque and stubborn places
remain. The revolutions of history, economic mutations, demographic mixtures lie in layers
within it, and remain there, hidden in customs, rites, and spatial practices. The legible
discourses that formerly articulated them have disappeared, or left only fragments in language.
This place, on its surface, seems to be a collage. In reality, in its depth it is ubiquitous. A piling
up of heterogeneous places. 62

Raymond Williams describes such models as “residual” cultural practices, and he reminds us of
the dual possibility whereby residual practices might be either oppositional to or incorporated
within dominant culture. 63 To explore these possibilities, four narratives will now be canvassed.

The narratives as utopias of everyday life
Peter Carey is a prominent Australian writer whose novel Bliss (1981) contains a utopia of
everyday life based on flight from modernity. “Blue Bread and Sapphires” is the final chapter of
Bliss, forming a coda to the novel. As a utopia, it is characterised by a holistic appreciation of
the everyday world of the rainforest and by the looseness of the community affiliations of the
people of Bog Onion Road. When the protagonist Harry Joy enters the forest community, he
finds an idiosyncratic assortment of people almost randomly brought together by a desire to
live an authentic non-urban life. The narrative explores how the community’s way of living,
beliefs and rituals are collectively evolved, tested and adapted. The shape of the community
evolves from uniquely combined utopian impulses and encounters which are deeply invested in
presence, rather than from a pre-existing ideology or philosophy:
He retold the stories of Bog Onion Road. And when he told stories about the trees and the
spirits of the forest he was only dramatizing things that people already knew, shaping them just
as you pick up rocks scattered on the ground to make a cairn. 64

Bog Onion Road is therefore a utopia of everyday life as defined in this chapter, rather than an
enactment of a pre-idealised utopian project. There is an intense focus on the everyday
throughout, expressed in meditative, synergistic relations with both the human and other-thanhuman. The chapter celebrates dwelling-within the bush/forest and the wonder of growth and
renewal. A conscious holism is interwoven with acts and negotiations affirming the practical
61
62
63
64

de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, p 201.
Ibid.
Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 1977, p 122.
Carey, Bliss, p 277.
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nature of daily life. For example, in the opening passage, Daze, a member of the community,
contemplates growing things, engagement with his community, his work and his sensory
impressions of the past, present and future of his world:
“Mmm.” He took the mandarin from his pocket and peeled it. He admired the fine spray it
released as he pulled back the peel. … He was still thinking about the Krishnas. They were not
the most friendly people in the world but somebody over there understood something about
growing corn. Their corn was huge and sweet and yellow, as succulent as yellow peas drawn
together on a cob. 65

It should be noted that the “Blue Bread and Sapphires” chapter radically alters the narrative
trajectory. Until this point the novel has been entirely satiric, forming a postmodern critique,
powerfully and ironically emptying signification from most aspects of daily life in consumer
society. The early part of the novel explicitly explores Western “material optimism” and its
breakdown. 66 All Harry’s comfortable assumptions about products supported by his
advertising agency and his comfortable life are progressively disrupted in early chapters. Harry’s
wife Bettina is similarly shorn of her illusions about the advertising industry – catastrophically
so, when she contracts cancer caused by petrol fumes. At the novel’s dénouement, Bettina
bombs a Mobil client meeting and triggers a terrorism investigation, and Harry Joy flees north
to find refuge with Honey Barbara and her forest community. Honey Barbara, a visitor to the
city from Bog Onion Road, forms the bridge between the two worlds and helps Harry’s
emergence into awareness.
“Blue Bread and Sapphires” begins with Harry’s arrival at Bog Onion Road. The chapter
appears as a rhapsodic finale, resolving the novel’s plotline into one of dystopian collapse,
flight and arrival at a utopia where everyday life is reinvested with meaning.
Nicola Griffith’s Ammonite (1992) is a utopia of everyday life based on encounter and return to
presence in a journey from sterile technological modernity to idealised premodern authenticity.
Ammonite begins as a science fiction novel, with a familiar opening gambit: a descent from
spaceship to planetary surface on a dangerous mission to solve the planet’s mysteries. Many of
those who have landed previously on the planet Jeep have died from Jeep’s virus – including all
the men. Descendants of long dead colonists, all women (exercising some mysterious
parthenogenetic power), have formed a variety of communities and tribes. A recently
established Company outpost has requested help, and Marghe, the main protagonist and an
anthropologist, is sent to trouble-shoot. While preparing to take a gig (shuttle) planet side, she
discovers it is unlikely that the Company will allow a return from what is considered a plague
planet. Regardless, Marghe is determined to solve Jeep’s mysteries and she departs from the

65 Ibid, p 254.
66 Ibid, p 249.
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sterile space station for the surface. So far, we have all the ingredients of a good Star Trek
episode.
Our first clue that the novel is not conventional science fiction is Marghe’s solitude. Instead of
a well-equipped expedition, just one anthropologist with a voice recorder who is meant to solve
the mysteries of Jeep. Soon, we learn that Marghe’s solitude is a deep solitude, and that both
Marghe and the other main focal character, Danner, are initially absent to aspects of the
everyday. Marghe’s absence is emotional, expressed in a kind of professional and personal
distancing. As an anthropologist, she assumes the privileged position of observer of the
everyday of others. Marghe maintains a kind of membrane between herself and world,
sublimating her daily experience into field observations where she discusses herself in the third
person – “Problem: the long-term survival of SEC representative Marguerite Angelica
Taishan”.
However, the text is on a trajectory towards presence. Marghe’s distance and sense of control
are progressively breached. After a series of shattering incidents that forcibly shatter her sense
of detachment and leave her almost dead, she begins a long period of healing and a recovery of
presence, mediated by tending from other women and by the texture of everyday objects:
Her spinning dreams steadied down to a world where certain faces reappeared again and again
in connection with lifting her over to the fire, bathing her with warm water, feeding her,
trimming the wick on the horn-shaded lamp that sat on the trunk by one whitewashed wall. 67

Marghe puts aside solitude, and she also stops taking the Company’s toxic experimental vaccine
and accepts Jeep’s virus into her body. A transition to a post-human Marghe follows. In
symbiosis with the virus, Marghe is conventionally stronger and has renewed energy. She also
has a heightened sensory orientation to the everyday in its material, human and other-thanhuman complexity:
it was not just sight and sound and smell, it was something else – a different kind of sensitivity
that made Thenike’s voice almost visible, that sharpened Marghe’s sight so that what she saw
seemed to have texture, more meaning than mere color or shape. …
Outside, something sang, a long call that started out yellow … then rose to scintillating gold
and orange … The chia bird … two true wings like those of a bat, and a fixed gliding wing like
delicate parchment. 68

67 Griffith, Ammonite, p 192.
68 Ibid, pp 252-253.
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On her part, Commander Danner in her windowless office at the Company outpost has been
physically cut-off from the planet Jeep in almost every aspect: from its people, its landscape
and its other-than-human dwellers – even the climate.69 Over the course of the novel, Danner
and the Company women are forced into increased presence to the world of Jeep by the
everyday exigencies of survival. By the end of the novel, Danner’s community has left the base
and, like Marghe, become present in the world.
Toni Morrison’s Paradise (1997) is set in a house of women known as “the Convent” after its
previous owners, an order of nuns. This is a utopia of everyday life based on healing and
sanctuary for those the world has broken. Set in Oklahoma in the 1960s, the novel in fact depicts two
utopian communities: the Convent, which takes in “lost folks or folks who needed a rest”; 70
and Ruby, a free all-Black town. This chapter will focus on the Convent. The nuns who taught
at the Convent’s school and its students have long since departed except for one nun, who dies
early in the novel, and Connie (Consolata), who was adopted (stolen) by the nuns as a child.
Connie is now a woman in her late middle age. As the novel unfolds, four young women or
girls, all traumatised and damaged in different ways, arrive by chance at the Convent one by
one, and somehow stay. The young women find a refuge which is rich in presence to the
material world of the everyday, focused around the kitchen and the kitchen garden:
Blowing gently into her cup, Mavis went to the kitchen door and looked out. … she saw
flowers mixed in with or parallel to rows of vegetables. In some places staked plants grew in a
circle, not a line, in high mounds of soil. Chickens clucked out of sight. A part of the garden
she originally thought gone to weed became, on closer inspection, a patch of melons. An
empire of corn beyond. … 71

It is soon apparent that the Convent is also located in an immaterial realm, drawing on
presence to the everyday of personal memory and spirit. Mavis, the first of several young
women to arrive, immediately senses the proximity of her (dead) babies:
Left alone Mavis expected the big kitchen to lose its comfort. It didn’t. In fact she had an
outer-rim sensation that the kitchen was crowded with children – laughing? singing? – two of
whom were Merle and Pearl. Squeezing her eyes shut to dissipate the impression only
strengthened it. 72

Despite the healing properties of the Convent, the young women remain “broken girls,
frightened girls” until Connie has a visitor from her ancestral spirit world. 73 She then re-
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Ibid, p 80.
Morrison, Paradise, p 11.
Ibid, pp 40-41.
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emerges as Consolata, leading the women towards realisation of a utopian community based on
nourishment and rituals which bring the past into encounter with the present. The utopia
Consolata tries to create is based on honouring both spirit and body. 74 It has an intense focus
on presence; the women become “calmly themselves”, they dance and oil themselves with
wintergreen. 75
The healing and the creation of a utopia in the Convent is just beginning when, seventeen miles
away, the town of Ruby is imploding. The novel is a complex mesh of interactions between
Ruby and the Convent women, with all Ruby’s problems being laid at the Convent’s door, and
accusations of Satanism. 76 These interactions culminate with the horrific incident with which
the book opens in flash forward: “They shoot the white girl first. With the rest they can take
their time”. 77 All five women who live at the Convent are killed. While the material aspect of
this utopia is destroyed by the men of Ruby, its immaterial dimension is not; it completes itself
in the final, transcendent passages which, as Sweeney has noted, many critics have found
puzzling. 78 Just as the material world is focused on everyday life in kitchen and garden, the
immaterial realm, too, has a focus on the everyday:
There is nothing to beat this solace which is what Piedade’s song is about, although the words
evoke memories neither one has ever had: of reaching age in the company of the other; of
speech shared and divided bread smoking from the fire; the unambivalent bliss of going home
to be at home – the ease of coming back to love begun. 79

Sue Monk Kidd’s The Secret Life of Bees (2001) creates a utopia of everyday life as a place of retreat
within a hostile world. The novel is set in 1964 Southern Carolina, in a town festering with racism
following civil rights amendments. Thirteen year old white girl, Lily, narrates the story. Lily and
Rosaleen, her black American carer, form a kind of female Huck Finn and Jim, running away
from Lily’s father (Lily) and gaol (Rosaleen). The pair track down a house where Lily’s mother
once lived. Or rather, houses: the main house, “a house so pink it remained a scorched shock
on the back of my eyelids after I looked away”, 80 and the honey house, an annex where sisters
August, May and June Boatwright make and store honey. Bees, the honey house and a black
Madonna are central to the utopian sequences of the novel.
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Ibid, p 263.
Ibid, p 284.
Ibid.
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Megan Sweeney, “Racial House, Big House, Home: Contemporary Abolitionism in Toni Morrison’s Paradise”,
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80 Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 83.
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Lily and Rosaleen are absorbed into the life of the house, where Lily helps tend the bees and
prepare the honey. The novel is a house (or rather, home) utopia, at the centre of a small,
mostly black and female, ideal community. The novel is very aware of white hegemony and
racially determined relationships and tries to break through these:
I used to have daydreams in which she [Rosaleen] was white and married T.Ray [Lily’s father],
and became my real mother. Other times I was a Negro orphan she found in a cornfield and
adopted. Once in a while I had us living in a foreign country like New York, where she could
adopt me and we could both stay our natural colour. 81

However, in the Lily-Rosaleen dyad it is the child Lily who takes charge rather than the mature
woman. It is she who breaks Rosaleen out of custody and decides where they will go and what
they will say. The narrative acknowledges this as problematic:
[Rosaleen:] “… back at the hospital, coming in there saying we’re gonna do this and we’re
gonna do that, and I’m supposed to follow you like a pet dog. You act like you’re my keeper.
Like I’m some dumb nigger you gonna save.” Her eyes were hard and narrow. 82

The main plot revolves around Lily’s unresolved questions about her mother’s death. August,
the sister who runs the honey business, will be able to tell Lily the full story, but this is delayed
in the narrative. August and Lily have a very different relationship to Rosaleen and Lily. August
is a loving, authoritative mother-figure. The other major female presence is that of the black
Madonna. This statue, enlivened by love, endows the sisters’ house with the transcendent,
potent presence of a goddess-mother. Lily first encounters her just after she crosses the
threshold of the Boatwright sisters’ house:
She was a mix of mighty and humble all in one. I didn’t know what to think, but what I felt was
magnetic and so big it ached like the moon had entered my chest and filled it up. …
Standing there, I loved myself and hated myself. That’s what the black Mary did to me, made
me feel my glory and my shame at the same time. 83

The novel has an intense materiality which, as the passage quoted illustrates, is often focused
on the body as the register of an emotional encounter with the everyday. The bees are resonant
through the narrative, and August teaches Lily how to communicate with them in ways that are
present to both forms of sociality discussed earlier: the quotidian communicative and the
mysterious, essential life force they represent.

81 Ibid, p 15.
82 Ibid, p 67.
83 Ibid, p 88.
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Aspects of the utopia of everyday life
The four everyday life novels discussed in this chapter were all written and published within
postmodernity. We might therefore expect to see emerging in these works new forms of
engagement with the other-than-human world, new forms of sociality, consciousness and
being-in-the world, distinguishable from those found in pre-terminus works such as Cranford,
Walden, The Country of the Pointed Firs or The Enchanted April. Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism: The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991) identifies features of postmodernism as a cultural
dominant which will assist in theorising these shifts, supplemented by additional ideas from
Rita Felski’s Doing Time: Feminist Theory and Postmodern Culture (2000).84 Some motifs and
preoccupations might also emerge from the works themselves. We can expect that aspects of
engagement with everyday life will have been inherited from previous traditions. For example,
the association of the (interior) domestic with the feminine occurs in each of Cranford, Paradise
and The Secret Life of Bees; the association of the forest/bush with the masculine in both Walden
and Bliss. That these works are from different periods suggests a continuum where indoor and
outdoor spaces remain gendered in Western culture. A concept of recovery is also possible:
that is, a conscious reinhabiting of aspects of engagement with self and the other, drawn from
what are perceived to be more essentially human models from the past. For example, the mass
commodification and production imposed on the postmodern subject are rejected by the Bog
Onion Road community in Bliss. However whether or not this is through a different impulse to
that in Walden remains an open question.
Each part of this section will discuss the four novels in turn, and then attempt to draw out their
similarities and identify emergent trends, referring to the earlier works to identify points of
similarity or departure.

Relationships with the other-than-human
The other-than-human is not much acknowledged in the tradition of (predominantly French)
everyday life studies.85 In one passage, Blanchot explicitly excludes the other-than-human,
holding that the everyday is a human experience, and an urban one at that:
The everyday is human. The earth, the sea, forest, light, night, do not represent everydayness,
which belongs first of all to the dense presence of great urban centers. We need these admirable
deserts that are the world’s cities for the experience of the everyday to begin to overtake us. 86

Similarly, sociality in Maffesoli is construed as human sociality, with nature a surrounding
matrix. 87 Maffesoli’s “sociality” in his sociology of everyday life is “whatever is above or

84 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p 4.
85 Gardiner’s term: Critiques of Everyday Life, p 2.
86 Blanchot, “Everyday Speech”, p 17.
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beyond what are commonly called social relationships”. 88 In this chapter, it will also include
quotidian communications; and both aspects will be extended to the other-than-human
experience and relations with the non-human “other”.
Looking now at the narratives, Carey’s final chapter of Bliss, “Blue Bread and Sapphires” begins
as the fleeing Harry Joy enters the rainforest in search of Honey Barbara. This is a world of
giant trees and tangled roots and creepers, where a human is merely one of the living beings
seen in the filtered forest light:
And into this dark and spongy world came slices of sunlight as sharp and clear as the cries of
whip-birds and caught such jewels as the multicoloured pita bird turning over a leaf, Harry Joy
wearing the white baggy clothes Paul had made for him, the splendid green cat bird high in a
palm, the unlikely owner of such a forlorn cry. 89

At first Harry is not at all connected with either the forest or its inhabitants, merely seeking to
escape. His early obsession with digging holes and planting trees is fuelled by an animal desire
to hide. 90 However, once this obsessive phase passes his relationship with the rainforest grows
and deepens. He is active in replanting and caring for the rainforest, and, through an increasing
place-connectedness and openness to encounters in the everyday, becomes an empathetic observer
of the interconnecting, lived conditions of trees:
He could not walk through the bush now without feeling beneath his feet the whole
interlinked network of roots, some thicker than his leg, some as fine as the hair on his arm, the
great towers of trunks, the columns of the forest, the channels between the world of roots and
the canopy of the forest which was not only alive with blossoms and leaves but which –
sometimes he could almost feel it – breathed continually … 91

Over time, Harry Joy becomes a “bushman”, slow moving, living in a daily appreciation of the
other-than-human world. 92 At length, he begins to build his own hut. When he approaches the
tallowwood he has chosen to cut down, he explains his need to the trees and promises to grow
others in their place, a form of respect. In this he enacts a ritual drawn from a combination of
stories transmitted to him from Native American tradition (whether authentic or not) and his
own sense of “the proper words, the formal words, as they are known”. 93 At the age of 75,
Harry dies from a falling branch of a yellow box. His last breath is absorbed into the rings of
trees he has planted, in a final holistic and synergistic exchange. 94

87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94

Maffesoli, “The Sociology of Everyday Life (Epistemological Elements)”, p 1.
Ibid.
Carey, Bliss, p 264.
Ibid, p 266.
Ibid, p 270.
Ibid, p 269.
Ibid, p 273.
Ibid, p 282.

273

/ Anne

Melano

Utopias of reinhabitation

/

Tidings from the age of terminus

Turning to Toni Morrison’s Paradise, the Convent utopia as it begins to form it is accompanied
by a noticeable thriving of the Convent’s other-than-human relationships. These are initially
domestic: hens, flowers, vines and vegetables. The Convent was already infused with some kind
of original spiritual power, both human and other-than-human, so that lost babies can be heard
crying and peppers grow in the grounds that will not grow elsewhere. As Consolata’s powers
take effect, melons ripen earlier than seems possible and the Convent garden becomes a place
of “unconquerable growth”, retaining this quality even when neglected following the women’s
deaths. 95 This is not a purely symbolic fecundity representing the life-spirit of the women or
some special quality of the Convent or Consolata. Although the utopian potential of the
Convent begins in the human kitchen and garden, there are indications that the utopia at the
Convent would then then have moved from kitchen to garden to the larger world in which the
house was situated:
From the table where she sat admiring her busy hands, the radio absence spread out. A quiet,
secret fire breathing itself and exhaling the sounds of its increase: the crack of shells, the tick of
nut meat tossed in the bowl, cooking utensils in eternal adjustment, insect whisper, the argue
of long grass, the faraway cough of cornstalks. 96

This passage suggests a communicative resonance with non-human others, a utopian trajectory
from kitchen to world only beginning to be realised as the men of Ruby bring to an end its
material possibility. While it could be said that on the immaterial plane the utopia completes,
Mori also suggests that in the closing chapter the reseeding leafy greens, dying carrots and new
green onion spikes in the garden – a “mix of neglect and unconquerable growth” – support an
ecocritical reading based on a cyclic pattern:
The garden epitomizes transcendence beyond the polarities of life and death and embodies the
natural cycle … Though chaotic and devastated, it suggests rebirth and hope for the new
generation … And, although the women undergo a brutal massacre, they will transcend the
dichotomies of life and death, good and evil, oppressor and oppressed. 97

Sue Monk Kidd’s The Secret Life of Bees also depicts a domestic utopia. With resonances with
Paradise (and possibly influenced by this and other works of African-American fiction), the
novel offers a single rich, synergistic relationship between humans and bees. The bees are both
symbolic and corporeal, both companionable and preoccupied with their “secret life” as bees.
Early in the novel, before she ran away, Lily heard bees in her room each night, and then a
voice saying “Lily Melissa Owens, your jar is open”. 98 In this first appearance, the bees seem little

95 Morrison, Paradise, pp 11, 269, 304.
96 Ibid, p 42.
97 Aoi Mori, “Reclaiming the Presence of the Marginalized: Silence, Violence, and Nature in Paradise”, in Toni
Morrison: Paradise, Love, A Mercy, ed Lucille P Fultz, Bloomsbury, London, 2012, p 73.
98 Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 52.
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more than a magic realist device. However, they will soon be fully encountered as subtle,
sentient inhabitants of the community established by the Boatwright sisters.
An important element of Lily’s initiation into life at the honey house is August Boatwright’s
instruction on working and living with the bees. She helps Lily listen to the music of the hive,
teaches her how to know when a bee is giving a warning, and describes how the queen is
groomed and caressed by her attendants.99 Lily’s previous engagement with co-producing had
been limited to selling peaches at her father’s roadside stall; it is August who teaches her to
tend the bees as living, communicative partners. In her relations with bees, August exhibits the
qualities of regard, including care, custodianship, love, listening/observing, aesthetic
appreciation and giving voice, and she teaches aspects of these qualities to Lily.
The bees are strongly associated with the figure of August. As creator of this utopia of beehives
and the honey house and leader of the Daughters of Mary community, August in
communicative exchange with the hives and able to translate the bees’ moods and messages to
others. Lily’s understanding of the bees is not as deep, and is largely sensual and
impressionistic. Human relationships and her own need for healing drive Lily’s narrative, with
August as the figure onto whom she projects the mystery surrounding her mother and her
intense need for care and direction.
Finally, Nicola Griffith’s Ammonite offers a tapestry of other-than-human life. Its holism
embraces the planet Jeep in all its beauty and strangeness:
She woke at dawn to a spiderweb, prismatic with dew, hanging across a clump of ting grass a
handspan from her face. It was large, more than three feet across, and the strands were too
thick for a spider’s web: like fine, peach-tinted glass tubes. 100

The eco-sensibility of Ammonite is strong and incorporates the idea of in-ness, being situated
within an ecological world, rather than “nature” being something “out there”:
Perhaps she should not be asking who she was but, rather, of what she was a part. The world
was telling her: her blood, the tides in her cells and the fluctuations in her nerves already beat
to its rhythm … She had a place here; she could take it up, if she chose. 101

Marghe’s journey, however, is focussed less on understanding the other-than-human than on
discovering herself and a place of belonging. While her observations are ecologically rich, her
relationships are almost entirely human. Except for some fondness for her horse, Marghe’s
encounters with the other-than-human are variously expressive of wonder, holism or

99 Ibid, p 183ff.
100 Griffith, Ammonite, pp 41-42.
101 Ibid, p 212.
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instrumentality, based on observation rather than interaction, and not extending to community
with other living beings or systems or attention to their rights. There is one exception. Jeep’s
inhabitants include people known as “Goths”, indigenous to the planet. They are sentient, with
language and rituals of their own. Here, radical difference cannot be resolved. The Goths have
been hunted almost to extinction and their remnants are still hunted. Marghe and Thenike
cannot dissuade the hunter Leifin from killing them for their fur. In the absence of allegiances
and “trata” (trade and mutual obligation) agreements, there is no basis for preventing this
hunting, and no possibility of change. The Goths are not afforded a negotiated relationship,
and human and Goth communities are not connected synergistically. With no mediation
available, dominance, hierarchy and commodification re-emerge. Leifin is able to brag about
her hunting. Leifin even tells her victim she will make better use of its fur than it could, darkly
echoing many a New Age apology or promise to felled trees (as in Bliss):
‘I crawled to the edge of the pit and looked down. It saw me, and hooted, softly, like it was
asking a question. I just shook my head and tried to explain that I would take care of its fur
better than he could, that I’d make it beautiful, that hundreds of women would admire it … I
told it that perhaps its fur would buy many useful things for my family. It didn’t understand, of
course.’ 102

This passage is left unmediated by ritual holism or cleansing. Lack of regard for the Goths is
not “solved” in the text, but rather left uncomfortably hanging, a subtle comment on the
everyday of Jeep which categorises “people” and “animals” separately and which is ethically
untroubled by hunting and herding. Killing a Goth bothers Marghe mainly because of its
proto-human qualities. Other species are unproblematically used for herding or hunting, and
individual members are rarely given presence.
At this point, having discussed each of the four works, it is useful to reflect on their level of
engagement with the other-than-human. These works were published across two decades from
1981 to 2001, a period in which ecological anxiety rose sharply. Bliss (1981) offers inter-species
interconnectedness and relationship as necessary stages to becoming a fully-realised human, for
example Harry cannot reunite with Honey Barbara until he plants shrubs for the bees.
Ammonite (1992) offers a resituating of the human so that Marghe can, if she is lucky and
survives the virus, become part of a vast and richly textured world. Her stages to becoming
“the complete one” are human-focused, first through discovery of herself and then of her
joining into loving, familial or community relationships with other women on Jeep. Aside from
a fairly standard owner-animal relationship with the horse, other species do not occupy
significant communicative roles. The Convent in Paradise (1997) is terminated prematurely by
the men of Ruby, so that the women have time only to discover their own healing and stillness,

102 Ibid, pp 316-317.

276

/ Anne

Melano

Chapter 5

/

Utopias of everyday life

not those of others whether human or other-than-human; a possible ecotopian destination
remains unrealised. The Secret Life of Bees (2001) has a significant non-human presences in the
bees, who are as elusive and cryptic as might be expected of the truly “other”. The bees are
approached as the non-human other with care, friendship and attention to understanding their
language, even though the primary journey is to Lily’s “own heart”. 103
In an earlier chapter we observed a progression over time in primitivist utopias, with later
works more fully developed in achieving renegotiated relationships with animal or plant
communities, resituating the human as merely one species within an interconnected world.
While the same themes are present in the utopias of everyday life, they appear in much weaker
versions than in the primal utopias. There is no discernible shift over time, with the strongest
example of thematisation of ecophilosophical ideas actually appearing in the earliest novel,
Bliss. And aside from Bliss, several of the other works offer a rather different form of
reinhabitation which works from the human outwards and is closer to Bookchin’s
“reharmonization of nature and humanity through a reharmonization of human with
human”. 104 It is unclear in these novels however, and in Bookchin for that matter, that the one
follows automatically from the other. How is this achieved and what is its mechanism? On the
face of it, it would seem perfectly possible to reject hierarchy in relations with the human but
retain it with the other-than-human, as Ammonite plausibly depicts.
That said, these works do contain elements of reharmonised human-to-other relationships,
albeit in weaker form than the primal utopias. They offer partnership and synergy (Secret Life),
holism and ecopoiesis (Bliss and Ammonite), interconnectedness (Bliss), regard/letting-be (Bliss) and
community (Bliss, Secret Life). This is not Jameson’s “vanishing ‘nature’”, whereby “nature” and
“the unconscious” have begun to disappear as categories in postmodern culture. 105 Nor do
these works reflect Haraway’s understanding of the postmodern, where “the certainty of what
counts as nature — a source of insight and promise of innocence — is undermined, probably
fatally”. 106 Ammonite is closer to what Felski describes as a “turn to romanticism” 107 and
recovers, if not lost innocence, then a lost sense of wonder. A powerful passage describing a
seavane seen from a ship’s deck is reminiscent of the sea serpents of travellers’ tales, combined
with the other-world wonder of fantasy fiction. 108 Still other passages in Ammonite move

Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 357.
Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy, p 11.
Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, pp ix, 36.
Donna J Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, Routledge, New York, 1981, pp 152153.
107 Rita Felski, Doing Time: Feminist Theory and Postmodern Culture, New York University Press, New York and
London, 2000, p 202.
108 Griffith, Ammonite, p 327.
103
104
105
106
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beyond wonder into affect, which is not waning in any of these works as Jameson suggests
might be expected of postmodern culture, 109 but strongly present:
The swarm poured by almost close enough to touch, undulating and shimmering in the diffuse
light like a silk scarf in the wind, gold, green, and black. The colors did not trigger Earthlearned fears; they were beautiful. All four women watched the swarm pass over the horizon,
and were quiet a long time afterward. 110

Moving beyond wonder and through to relationship is attempted in both Bliss and The Secret Life
of Bees, each with very strong other-than-human presences. However, this is also found in
several of the nineteenth century works. While the elements of reinhabitation, taken overall and
across the four works, are stronger than in the pre-terminus works, we cannot at first say that
there is a clear distinction. The contemporary texts are more eco-aware than von Arnim’s The
Enchanted April, which is entirely picturesque, but are less clearly differentiated from the other
pre-terminus works. Miss Barker in Gaskell’s Cranford is much more committed to her cow
than Marghe to her horse in Ammonite. The passage from Bliss quoted at the beginning of this
section, which places the human in juxtaposition to birds, might be compared with several
similar passages from Walden. 111 We might also consider the visits to a special tree in Ammonite
and Bliss. In Ammonite, the visited tree represents a special, personal place to be; it is glade (as
explored in a previous chapter):
‘I found it the first time I travelled to Ollfoss … I stayed up half the night, watching it, half
dreaming. Every time I make this journey, I stop here. … I think of it as my tree, my levin tree.
You’re the first person I’ve ever shown it to.’ 112

In Bliss the visit to a tree extends to communicative, empathetic relationship:
He [Harry Joy] nodded briefly (no one was there to see him) to the monsteriosa. No one could
tell him with any confidence whether the monsteriosa was a native of the rain forest or an
interloper but he felt he understood the way it wrapped its roots around the white blotched
trunk of a cedar. 113

The pre-terminus works also include visits to special trees. Thoreau remarks in Walden:
Instead of calling on some scholar, I paid many a visit to particular trees … 114
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Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p 11.
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Mrs Todd, the herbalist in Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs, has an empathetic,
communicative interaction, expressing a sensibility similar to Harry Joy’s and extending to care:
… Mrs Todd suddenly reined in the horse as if somebody had stood on the roadside and
stopped her. She even gave that quick reassuring nod of her head which was usually made to
answer for a bow, but I discovered that she was looking eagerly at a tall ash-tree that grew just
inside the field fence.
“I thought ‘twas goin’ to do well,” she said complacently as we went on again. “Last time I was
up this way that tree was kind of drooping and discouraged. Grown trees act that way
sometimes, same’s folks … 115

We might also note that bee-keeping as iconic of non-human relations in the utopia of
everyday was central in Yeats’s “nine-bean rows will I have there, a hive for the honey bee” in
The Lake Isle of Innisfree (1888) as in Secret Life and Bliss. (The equation of bee-keeping with ideal
everyday life is disparaged in the more hard-headed Paradise. 116)
It is difficulty to argue for a radical shift in relations with the other-than-human based on these
texts. However, we can observe changing aspects of relationship, and they are perhaps twofold:
the emergence of synergy, or the idea of mutual exchange with the other-than-human, which is
strongly present in the exchanges with the bees in Secret Life and somewhat so in the
reforestation and planting of honey shrubs in Bliss; and a concomitant extension of regard in
the same works into a form of care which is active and not merely the observational regard
which is more typical of the earlier period and also of Ammonite. In a time of growing
awareness of the Anthropocene, this is significant. The responses discussed in Chapter 2 to
“disappearing nature”, or a reduced interaction with the other-than-human, are also relevant
here.
As a final comment, the utopias in this chapter have been compared to a previous flourishing
only a century and half earlier, whereas the primal utopias were compared to the much earlier
Renaissance and Enlightenment periods. The lack of clear differentiation might be related to a
closer correspondence in social conditions. Nineteenth century utopias of everyday life were
emergent under proto-modern conditions of urbanisation (The Enchanted April) and
industrialisation. Both periods also lie within that of the acceleration of the Anthropocene. 117
Thoreau in Walden already describes a damaged landscape and loss of bird life, and exclaims in
grief or anger, “How can you expect the birds to sing when their groves are cut down?”. 118

115 Jewett, The Country of the Pointed Firs, p 131.
116 Morrison, Paradise, p 222.
117 Paul J Crutzen and Will Steffen, “How Long Have we Been in the Anthropocene Era?”, Climatic Change, 2003,
vol 61, no 3, p 251.
118 Thoreau, Walden: or, Life in the Woods, pp 298-302.
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Different differences: the utopia of everyday life and the human
“other”
Many everyday life theorists are engaged at least in part in an attempt to restore agency to
classes or groups of people seen as objectified or coerced. 119 Silverstone, for example, suggests
an ethics of everyday life that engages with difference as well as similarity. The world is as
much the other’s as our own: despite relational difficulties and intransigencies, “The Other
cannot be erased”. 120
Utopias of everyday life likewise reject a reductive version of the everyday and attempt to
negotiate difference. Insofar as they associate the everyday with the marginalised – with black
people, women or material poverty – these works celebrate the creative potential and
transformative power of the “subterranean” (to use Lefebvre’s term). Jameson is one of a
number of theorists of postmodern culture who associate our current period with new relations
of radical difference, offering creative and generative possibilities:
… to rise somehow to a level at which the vivid perception of radical difference is in and of
itself a new mode of grasping what used to be called relationship: something for which the
word collage is still only a very feeble name. 121

Several of the texts exemplify these new “relations of difference”. In Bliss, difference is marked.
People within the community do not need to be understanding or even well-intentioned in
their relationships. There are opposing interests, reclusive individuals, diverse world-views,
long-running and acrimonious disputes. Intractable disharmonies are referenced as strongly as
community and relationship. Yet relations are productive: common projects are shared by
enough people to thrive (reforestation, vegetable gardens and a mill); rituals and stories evolve
from a negotiated space which maintains a “proper tension”. 122 Difference is not erased; it is
part of the community’s generative energy.
Bliss also offers diverse versions of everydayness. Bog Onion Road has a number of
communities, including the Krishnas and the Ananda Marg in addition to the unnamed “the
community” of Honey Barbara which Harry Joy joins. The synergistic but often uneasy
relations between the groups at times require careful negotiation; at other times lovers slip
easily through their boundaries. 123 Even within common projects within “the community”
there is no requirement for a shared version of the everyday:

119 See eg Debord, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life”, p 91.
120 Roger Silverstone, “Complicity and Collusion in the Mediation of Everyday Life”, New Literary History, 2002,
vol 33, no 4, p 768.
121 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p 31.
122 Ibid.
123 Carey, Bliss, pp 254, 262.
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“I came to work,” Honey Barbara said, “not to get involved in this Hippy mumbo-jumbo.” 124

Bog Onion Road is as an example, albeit non-urban, of Lefebvre’s resistance to neo-capitalism
based on the creation of “differential space”. The world that Harry Joy flees, and which the
greater part of the novel explores, is the toxic, cancer-producing world of business, advertising,
expensive cars and lies. As Lefebvre would describe it, the neo-capitalist world has extended
beyond the workplace and into the homes and everyday lives of Harry Joy, including family
relationships, clothing and habits. This intensifies to the point where it disintegrates, so that
Harry must find an alternative space, “a space of differences or a differential space”. 125 The
Bog Onion Road utopian community is merely a loose affiliation; it is not structured by tribal
relations like the primal utopias (Chapter 3). It is also very unlike the communitarian utopias
discussed in Chapter 4 since there is no requirement for workshopping and resolving problems:
When Daze came to discuss “these negative feelings you keep projecting on to Harry” she told
him to fuck off and get out. 126

Within this plurality the communities and their members, through negotiation and mutuality,
do assist each other. Limits are placed on difference that might harm, however difference in
Bliss remains more important than similitude to the point of being constitutive of community,
making Bog Onion Road a good example of Jameson’s “vivid perception of radical difference”.
Absent from the diversity in Bliss is any sense of Indigenous Australian presence. The work
references idealised settler culture in the figure of the “bushman”, with a sprinkling of Native
American cultural borrowings familiar from the New Age movement. Carey’s depiction of the
New Age and hippy influences on 1970s alternative communities is accurate enough, but it
causes a noticeable absence.
Carey’s narration in Bliss is focused largely on the recovery of the male ideal everyday. Felski
and others have noted the association of the negative version of the everyday, understood as
“ordinary” life or repetition, with women and the domestic. 127 Lefebvre famously commented
that the everyday, in its aspect of “organised passivity”, “weighs more heavily on women, who
are sentenced to everyday life”. 128 Blanchot’s account associates the transformative potential of
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Lefebvre, “Space and the State”, pp 247-248.
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the everyday with “the man in the street”: “The everyday is not at home in our dwelling-places,
it is not in offices or churches, any more than in libraries or museums. It is in the street—if it is
anywhere”. 129 The next three novels to be discussed here reverse this assumption; insofar as
the everyday is female, it is potent, creative and transformative.
Morrison’s Paradise depicts two communities in which relations of difference are explored. The
town of Ruby was originally built on radical difference as a utopian enterprise. They believe
Ruby is “the one all-black town worth the pain”. 130 Over time, however, new hierarchies have
emerged, based on the wealth of brothers Deacon and Steward Morgan, a lineage from the
original families and “8-rock” appearance.131 Ruby’s privileging of “8-rock” Blackness (tall,
blue-black) has formed largely due to trauma: the Disallowing, the rejection of their freed
ancestors by another Black town, which has become a foundation story with biblical
resonance. 132 In keeping with a tradition of pride and isolation, the men of Ruby reject
outsiders, breaking up relationships and marginalising those who aren’t “8-rock”, particularly
mixed-race women. 133
Conversely, the all-female community of the Convent embraces plurality. Every kind of woman
is welcome, Black, White or Hispanic, young or old, rich or poor, drunk or sober. We know
one girl is white from the opening sentence, but the narrative doesn’t tell us which one; their
traumas and differences are multiple, and, while racial abuse figures in many of their stories, the
racial divisions which are all-consuming in Ruby are backgrounded at the Convent. Morrison’s
postmodern pluralism refuses both racial hierarchy and its reversal, and she describes Paradise
as her attempt to create a place “where race both matters and is rendered impotent”. 134
The Convent community has the quality of being simultaneously concordant/accepting and
discordant/embattled. There are both fights and healing, both enmities and love. 135 At first,
this is not an ideal community:
Consolata looked at them through the bronze or gray or blue of her various sunglasses and
saw broken girls, frightened girls, weak and lying. When she was sipping Saint-Émilion or the
smoky Jarnac, she could tolerate them, but more and more she wanted to snap their necks.
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Anything to stop the badly cooked indigestible food, the greedy hammering music, the fights,
the raucous empty laughter, the claims. But especially the drift. 136

Consolata’s awakening, brought about by a visit from an ancestor (or perhaps a male spirit
twin), leads to a spiritual healing and a renegotiated harmony:
It was Pallas who insisted they shop for tubes of paint, sticks of coloured chalk. … They
understood and began to begin. … They spoke to each other about what had been dreamed
and what had been drawn. … gently, without joking or scorn. 137

The trajectory here is from a kind of postmodern radical difference – which is accepting but
dysfunctional – to an emergent utopian “we” arising from self-knowledge, which yet remains
plural and negotiable, as Peach observes:
In Morrison’s novels the communal ‘we’ is the site of internecine, internal struggles …
Identities are not perceived as pregiven, automatic or fixed, but as socially organised,
contingent, changeable and relational. … Boundaries and limits are perceived as signifying
spaces in which cultural, political and economic power are contested, negotiated or
reaffirmed. 138

At the same time, a lack of pluralism and an unwillingness to negotiate is slowly destroying
Ruby’s utopian credentials. As Lone DuPres (of Ruby) puts it, all of the town’s problems are
laid at the Convent’s door. The men who hold the power in the town decide that the
community of independent women is a witches’ coven, the evil source of Ruby’s troubles. 139 A
group of Ruby men build up their anger to the point where they gather weapons and go to the
Convent with guns to expose its “evils”. The first line of the novel flashes forward to the
moment when they begin their slaughter with the racially other, and then kill all of the young
women in turn. 140 The illusion of harmony within Ruby, and the belief in its utopian project, is
simultaneously shattered:
How hard they had worked for this place; how far away they once were from the terribleness
they have just witnessed. How could so clean and blessed a mission devour itself and become
the world they had escaped? 141

Morrison’s novel offers a complex interplay of race and gender relations. The work offers a
cautionary tale on the dangers of trying to crystallise community into a fixed form, and of
building masculine identity at the cost of women or those who are “other”. There are multiple
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failures in relations of difference in Ruby: across lines of gender, race, family, politics and age.
Yet in the final pages, Ruby is not destined to be destroyed, but to transform and open out, 142
and gender relations are already promising more fluidity in the new generation. 143
The Secret Life of Bees is set in the period of the American civil rights movement, and the main
form of difference it explores is that of race. It weaves hope for the future across the more
pessimistic possibilities it (to some degree) explores. When Rosaleen is beaten up and
imprisoned, Lily helps her escape, and by the end of the novel a white lawyer is seeking justice
on her behalf. Lily’s boyfriend Zach is caught up in a racial confrontation and jailed, but he is
later exonerated and by the end of the novel is on the path to becoming the Black lawyer
actually needed. This is a somewhat softer account of the period than history tends to paint,
but we need to recognise that the novel is in the comic mode, not the tragic, and that
historically there were a range of responses. When Zach becomes the first Black student at the
white high school, he experiences hostility, but it is of a very different order from that in Little
Rock:
Becca and I watch for Zach in the lunchroom and sit with him every chance we get. We have
reputations as ‘nigger lovers,’ which is how it is put to us, and when the ignoramuses ball up
their notebook paper and throw it at Zach in the hallway, which seems to be a favorite pastime
between classes … Zach says we should walk on the other side of the hall from him. We say,
“Balled-up notepaper – big deal.” 144

This is not Jameson’s postmodern radical difference, nor does it offer the range and intensity
of possible Black responses to the civil rights movement that Morrison depicts in Paradise.
Rather, it is Enlightenment rationality. This is even the case with the discord centred around
June, who does not accept Lily’s whiteness and effectively educates Lily on how it feels to be a
target of racial prejudice. 145 Just as the racial violence in the wider society is depicted as an
irrational hostility to be set aside, so the inverted version manifest in the tension between June
and Lily is gradually dissolved. 146 A criticism of Kidd’s novel has been that the June-Lily
tensions are too easily addressed and set aside.147 The Secret Life of Bees has one possible
postmodern pluralistic formation: its “Daughters of Mary” community. Lily becomes part of
this congregation of women (and one man) which gathers around a figure interpreted as a
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statue of the Black Madonna. Postmodern bricolage, or perhaps postcolonial métissage, 148 is
already apparent in the statue itself, a figurehead from a boat rather than an actual sculpture of
Mary. The primary expression of postmodern pluralism in the Daughters of Mary is in their
body shapes and dress, notably, hats:
Next came Lunelle, Mabelee, and Cressie, who wore the fanciest hats I’d ever laid eyes on. …
I’m talking about purple felt the size of a sombrero with fake fruit on the back. That was
Lunelle’s.
Mabelee wore a creation of tiger fur wrapped with gold fringe, but it was Cressy who carried
the day in a crimson smokestack with black netting and ostrich feathers. 149

Postmodern pluralism, celebrating kitsch and privileging popular aesthetics over high art? 150
Postcolonial insistence on foregrounding those usually sidelined, with vibrant colours and
styles reminiscent of (and possibly derived from) the pants of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple
(1982)? 151 Or troubling “blackface” humour? It is difficult to say, but probably not the last. The
novel employs comic treatment of all the characters the narrator encounters. The community
of Black women centred on Boatwright house is depicted as a utopian retreat, into which Lily
only wishes to be accepted. 152 We can, however, observe that these differences are largely
ornamental, unlike the relational differences in Bliss or Paradise. Insofar as the Daughters of
Mary are expressive of postmodern culture, this is more akin to a fascination with multiple
surfaces than to pluralism.
Griffith’s Ammonite (1992) expresses difference through queer and post-human relations, in
encounters between the technological and the pre-modern subjects and through intercommunity tensions or hostilities. The people of Jeep are the descendants of a post-apocalyptic
human colony from Earth. Their apocalyptic event was a plague, experienced on arrival, and
over time they have lost their founding sciences. All humans on Jeep still carry the planetary
virus, dangerous and potentially deadly to women and unfailingly fatal to men. Jeep is therefore
a planet of women. The mystery of how women reproduce is explained by the virus, which
alters the DNA so that women who carry the virus can “deepsearch”, psychically entering their
partners’ bodies to trigger cell divisions in ova, rearrange chromosomes and create children.
The female descendants of the original colony now take on all the various pre-modern roles,
including hunter, herder, sailor and warrior. The people of Jeep are therefore both pre and

148 Discussed in Felski, Doing Time: Feminist Theory and Postmodern Culture, p 127. Used in the sense of blending
cultures; originally a term from colonialism, repurposed for postcolonial theory.
149 Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 132.
150 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, p 4.
151 Alice Walker, The Color Purple, Women’s Press, London, 1986 (originally 1982).
152 Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 372.
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post-technological. Subplots explore differences between particular communities on Jeep
(variously anarcho-syndicalist, primitivist and mediaevalist), and how these are negotiated.
In contrast, the newly arrived Company employees have been embedded in an homogenised,
corporatised, technological culture. Major plotlines within Ammonite describe their journeys
away from technological modernity and towards relations of difference with the pre-modern
Jeep communities. Marghe is fascinated and entirely comfortable with observing Jeep’s
differences in her role as professional observer, but very poorly equipped to enter into relations
of difference.
Marghe’s journey towards differential relations begins with her decision to petition the group at
Ollfoss to accept her into their family. The women of Ollfoss come closer than any other Jeep
group to being a community which displays internal difference, but this is acceptance of
difference rather than Jameson’s constitutive radical difference, focussed on how the difference
could be harmonised or on the discomfort of disharmony. In the parallel plotline, Danner, the
commander of a Company outpost, and her troops are likely to be (and finally are) abandoned
on Jeep due to the lack of a viable antidote to the virus. For these Company personnel, the
realisation comes hard that they must either enter into trade relations and allegiances with local
communities or starve. At first they fail to understand how to negotiate or the meanings of the
bargains they have made. By the end of the novel they have a more nuanced, albeit
frontier/settler, style of interaction with the Jeep women.
Perhaps the most thorough exploration of difference in the novel occurs when Marghe is
captured by a tribal group, the Echraidhe. She is handed to Aoife, the woman who will be the
next tribal leader. Aoife’s treatment of Marghe is not an idealised version of premodern living.
She simultaneously imprisons, educates, beats and keeps Marghe safe, confusing Marghe’s
sense of the difference between friend and jailor, protector and abuser. There is a cultural
chasm between them, for example in Aoife’s insistence that Marghe is the property of the tribe
and will remain so:
‘You are Echraidhe,’ Aoife said flatly.
She shook her head. ‘No. I’m not even from your world. I –’
Aoife, unfolding like a mantis, sat up, cracked Marghe across the face with her open hand, and
was back on the pallet before Marghe understood what had happened. ‘You are Echraidhe.
Never say differently, or you will be whipped.’ 153

The depiction of cultural difference is convincing, unlike the “dress-up” depiction seen in
many works which rely on surface features, such as food, dress or spectacle (‘food, frocks and

153 Griffith, Ammonite, p 107.
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frolics’). The consciousness of the Echraidhe is one of tribe ahead of self. They are not dressed
up Westerners. Marghe escapes from the tribe, but returns later in an episode where she
pretends to be the Death Spirit. As such, she orders “her” tribe to embrace, not literal death,
but change:
‘You seek death, and I say to you: it comes. I am its herald and its shepherd. But you are my
tribe, you will die as and when I decree, in the way I shall set down. … It means nothing to me
that you prepare to die one by one in blood and heat. Nothing. I demand of you something
more, much much more. I demand of you the Great Death. The death of change.’ 154

Despite the earlier convincing portrayal of Aoife and the Echraidhe, the tribe needs Marghe to
“save” them, a particularly American fiction. The text thus appears to straddle both
postcolonial and colonialist paradigms. In so far as it is a post-colonial novel, it closely
describes multiple communities and relations of difference, and values their autonomy. In so
far is colonialist, it depicts a version of the frontier, so that Marghe, who becomes a viajera (a
kind of travelling wise woman and lawmaker), could easily be read as a version of Sheriff.
In summary, all four texts embrace relations of difference as part of their ideal world. Two,
Bliss and Paradise, contain Jameson-style communities where radical difference is a new mode of
relationship. The final question is whether and to what extent relations of difference and/or
radical difference have emerged in the terminus-era utopias, as opposed to being present in
previous periods. Interestingly, relations of difference also appear to characterise the utopias of
everyday life of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which describe a defined
community (as Walden arguably does not). That is to say, difference in these works is not
confined to a textual interest in character or to plot points needed for narrative structure, but is
lovingly celebrated in at least three of the texts. Gaskell’s Cranford explores relations of
difference across social class as she joins disparate women into one community. She inserts
several reversals and many levellers in the novel, as when Miss Matty loses her income and will
lose her house, but Martha her maid decides to wed, rent the house and let Miss Matty back a
room, so they can all stay on. Von Arnim’s The Enchanted April brings together four women
who are vastly different, and several men, and resolves a variety of gender, class and age
differences into friendships and reconciliations. Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs paints an
intimate series of portraits of people who are both separate and interconnected by place and/or
kinship.
Perhaps we might then say that difference is less constitutive of community. Difference is not
so much constitutive as simultaneously celebrated and harmonised through a kind of
humanism:

154 Ibid, pp 374-375.
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Although the ladies of Cranford know all each other’s proceedings, they are exceedingly
indifferent to each other’s opinions. Indeed, as each has her own individuality, not to say
eccentricity, pretty strongly developed, nothing is so easy as verbal retaliation; but, somehow,
good-will reigns among them to a considerable degree. 155

Furthermore, all three of these earlier works (and also Walden) are about visits. Mary will leave
Cranford, the unnamed narrator will leave Dunnet Landing, and the enchanted April comes to
an end. Cranford and The Country of the Pointed Firs are both elegiac of ways of life that are
passing. They are encounters which celebrate and transcend difference rather than
communities formed of difference “in and of itself”.

The domestic place and the journeying place
Writing about domestic American fiction, Jacobson suggests that domestic novels are “spatial
novels” which “posit the home as a key location for narrative action and feature homemaking
as a central component of the plot”. 156 She finds a “distinct collection of post-1980 novels that
exhibit unconventional domestic topographies”, using the term “neodomestic fiction” to
distinguish these from domestic novels of earlier periods. 157 The distinctions she traces are:
instability as opposed to stability; the home seen as relational (rather than oppositional) to
spaces outside the home; multiplicity and blurred boundaries between domestic spaces;
renovation/redesign which is both material and ideological. She describes a neodomestic which
occupies margins, Foucauldian heterotopias, and feminist “relational spaces”. 158
In the nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth century, she finds that, while anxieties about
domestic instability are explored, the resolution is typically one of stability/order. In contrast,
neodomestic fiction offers a “shift from traditional stability to a ‘productive instability’”. 159
This productive instability can be seen, for example, in the communities of Ammonite, where
relations are continually renegotiated, so that one “family” can be joined by petition, another
left. It is also true of Bliss, in a range of affiliations of which the loosest is perhaps Jerusalem
John’s tenuous but nonetheless helpful connection to the community:
Jerusalem John … was an old hermit, a loner, who lived at the bottom of the gully … the only
thing that flushed him out were bushfires where, suddenly, you would find him stumbling out
of the smoke to stand beside you with his wet sack or hoe. 160
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Gaskell, Cranford.
Jacobson, “Neodomestic American Fiction,” p 9.
Ibid, p 3.
Ibid, pp 2, 4.
Ibid, p 6.
Carey, Bliss, p 276.
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In Paradise, the need for productive instability and the impossibility of holding onto tradition is
a major theme. A Secret Life of Bees is probably the exception in that it tends to work in the
opposite direction, from instability to stability.
On the idea that the domestic it is now relational (rather than oppositional) to spaces outside
the home, this shift can’t really be demonstrated for the utopias of everyday life. It is not that it
is untrue of the contemporary works; rather, it seems true across periods. Cranford moves
through the streets of the town, to fields, into multiple houses, shops; The Country of Pointed Firs
is constantly moving across the landscape, to islands, buggy trips, the schoolhouse, the landing.
Jacobson’s texts are, of course, chosen using different criteria from those in this chapter. A
focus on the home and homemaking intersects with the utopias of everyday life, but many
home-centred books are not utopian, and conversely not all utopias of everyday life have a
primary focus on the home. If the domestic genre has similar periods of flourishing, including
the mid-nineteenth century and the post-1980s, it is perhaps for similar reasons: they are
narratives of retreat to the small-scale, in periods when the interests of capital are adversely
restructuring national economies and when citizens have found themselves increasingly poorer,
anxious and pessimistic about the future.
It is therefore worth considering whether the remaining trends of the domestic novel:
instability as opposed to stability; multiplicity and blurred boundaries between domestic spaces;
renovation/redesign which is both material and ideological – apply to the same degree to the
utopias of everyday life. The poverty of the women in Gaskell’s Cranford, for example, places
them in a highly unstable condition. When Miss Matty’s income disappears due to the collapse
of the Town and Country Bank, this clearly has spatial ramifications since she can no longer
afford to rent her house. The solutions worked out by the Cranford women are highly
heterotopic. Martha, the maid, will marry her lover Jem and they will rent the house so that
Miss Matty can stay; all of the Cranford women contribute to the rent, by secret pledge since
their incomes are very different; Miss Matty will open a teashop in the front room. Multiple
solutions are worked out, the material boundaries of the house are refigured, and an ideological
opposition to trading by “gentlefolk” is put aside. Cranford illustrates “productive instability” at
work, in its “material and ideological redesign”. Yet Jacobson’s comment on return to stability
quoted in earlier texts is supported; the return of Miss Matty’s brother from India restores her
financial security.
Von Arnim’s The Enchanted April has an unsettled relationship to the domestic. Early in the
novel, the women’s home lives are unhappy and so they take flight from the domestic, renting
a castle on the continent together. Although marital relations are reembraced at the end, by
then the women have formed friendships across class lines and are no longer confined to their
own hearth; domestic stability has been restored, but now contains multiple possibilities. This
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is not Jacobson’s “productive instability”, however it is both “multiplicity” and “blurred
boundaries”.
Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs is perhaps more complex. It is a series of sojourns through
the numerous versions of the domestic, at and around Dunnet Landing, no two alike; from
Mrs Todd’s house and herb garden; to the sad tale of the woman living alone on the island; to
the old fisherman keeping the house bright and clean to the memory of his wife who has died
eight years previously. Pointed Firs explores the multiple possibilities of everyday life; male and
female, companionable and alone; happy and tragic. It is topologically unconventional, focused
on narrative rather than space, and resists permanence (ultimately, the main illusion afforded by
a home).
In summary, many of the earlier novels manifest features which Jacobson identifies as
emergent in the 1980s. While hers is a productive reading, it does not bring the everyday life
utopias sharply into view. Returning to our earlier discussion, definitions which equate the
everyday to the domestic have been rejected in this chapter in favour of a broader concept of
presence to encounter. We now need to clarify and redefine “the domestic” as encounter which
is concerned with an attending to. This may be associated with, but is not restricted to, a site that
is (however provisionally) home. It might involve meals and the materials of living, and the
care (or non-care/abuse) of self, family members and also others, including non-human
companions and visitors. Although it might be tethered to a site called home, it could extend
beyond home’s loose boundary for activities such as gathering (from fetching wood and
harvesting to shopping) and connecting (inviting to meals, offering produce, visiting, picking
up children, picking quarrels). It may or may not involve settling; home can be transient.
This domestic aspect of the everyday can be contrasted with another aspect, that of journey. 161
Journey involves movement and is highly observational. It is either not tethered to a homeidentified site, or is profoundly exterior to it. Exterior or journeying space may include wonder
as well as terror. While all enactments of the everyday must heed elements of the domestic
(food, shelter), for those primarily in the realm of journey this could be minimal. Further, the
domestic and the journey, while distinguishable for some experiences of the everyday, are not
always distinct. Encounter (both with the human and other-than-human) might involve aspects
of both; the boundaries are porous and the two concepts interpenetrate. A calendar scene of
Napoli brings “going out” into the home; a tent creates “home” on a journey.
Both aspects are potentially communicative and philosophical. The “new domestic” is not
merely place; it is place plus tending. It need not be indoors. Further, not all dwelling-within
161 These two aspects do not exhaust the possibilities. For example, there is also a bureaucratic aspect, concerned
with systematisation and the systematic, which may include community meetings as well as war or systematised
violence.
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centred on place, whether interior or exterior, need involve tending – and if it does not, then it
is not the domestic. This is a crucial difference between Walden and Bliss. In Bliss the tending is
an intrinsic part of dwelling in the rain forest, so that trees are more tended than huts and
houses; in Walden there is tending but it is focused mainly on the hut and with the planting and
growing of beans; conversely, the trees and birds are observed rather than tended. Both Walden
and Bliss involve intimate, communicative encounters with place and the other-than-human; in
Walden, profoundly and famously so. The form of encounter in Bliss, however, is domestic; in
Walden it is most frequently that of journey, even in the immediate environs. This offers an
additional element to Jacobson’s productive instability: the shift of the domestic in the
terminus era utopias of everyday life is towards the tending of the other-than-human world, as
seen in the bees in Secret Life or the trees in Bliss. One of the contemporary works, Ammonite, is
more focused on aspects of journey than on the domestic; so too, it has become clear, was one
of the earlier works, The Country of the Pointed Firs, where we can now see that the visits to
kitchens and houses were not so much accounts of the domestic, as experiences of journeys of
encounter.
Finally, all the works from both eras are examples of Jameson’s differential spaces: most are
resistant to either early industrialisation or modernity’s corporatisation of culture. They are
variously located back in time (Secret Life), away from the nearest town (Paradise, Walden), in the
rainforest or woods (Bliss, Walden), on another planet (Ammonite); in a backwater where the past
is still enacted and resists a changing world (Pointed Firs, Cranford, Ammonite); in a rural retreat
(Enchanted April). They can be found in all those places where the everyday might reassert itself
as originary, creative and nourishing.

The material and the immaterial
In the passage quoted earlier from Paradise (“From the table where she sat admiring her busy
hands, the radio absence spread out. A quiet, secret fire breathing itself”), Morrison links the
numinous with sensory experience. Primarily, she describes sound: “the crack of shells, the
tick of nut meat tossed in the bowl, cooking utensils in eternal adjustment, insect whisper, the
argue of long grass, the faraway cough of cornstalks”. 162 This passage is very much attuned to
ecophilosophical ideas aimed at resituating the human within a more-than-human material
world. David Abrams’s ecophilosophical work The Spell of the Sensuous, for example, concludes
with a remarkably congruent passage, also describing a “spread of silence”, a breathing world
and the sensory extension from one human body to a vast world of non-human others. 163

162 Morrison, Paradise, p 42.
163 David Abrams, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-Human World, Vintage Books, New
York, 1997, p 274 (originally 1996).
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In Paradise, the transcendent and healing nature of the Convent is always sensory; the smells of
rising bread, the oiling of the hair with wintergreen, the tastes of the peppers. Consolata
explicitly rejects the spirit/body separation of Catholicism. 164 The women draw their bodily
shapes on the floor and paint their pain inside. Post-secular spirituality, Paradise seems to
suggest, must be a synthesis between bodily/sensory experience and the numinous.
In Ammonite, a major turning point occurs when Marghe is the woman of Ollfoss chosen to
sound a gong to the electromagnetic field of the planet, “in time to the pulse of the world”. She
must feel these pulses in her body:
At the right moment, when she felt her lungs would fill for ever with the no longer alien sticky
resin smell of green and dirt and small mammals’ nests, when it seemed the world waited for
just a brief hitch of time, when she heard and felt and was the electromagnetic pulse of Jeep, its
laugh, its breath, she rose up onto her knees, lifted the wooden rod she held in her right hand
and struck the gong with the padded end. Vibration seeped through Ollfoss like the smell of
grass after rain … 165

This passage combines the ritual and the sensory, the transcendent and the proximate. Again,
we can see that breath and multiple aspects of the sensory are emphasised; as they are, too, in
Bliss when Harry Joy contemplates the spirits of trees and the forest:
He had done what Honey Barbara had once told him to … which was to place his arms
around a big tallow wood when the wind blows and feel its strength and put his face against its
rough bark. He could not walk through the bush now without feeling beneath his feet the
whole interlinked network of roots, some thicker than his leg, some as fine as the hair on his
arm, the great towers of trunks, the columns of the forest, the channels between the world of
roots and the canopy of the forest … which was not only alive with blossoms and blossoms
and leaves but which – sometimes he could almost feel it – breathed continually … 166

In the final page of Bliss, Harry Joy after his death is absorbed into this breath and into the
leaves of the trees.167
Turning to The Secret Life of Bees, here, too, we find a juxtaposition between the transcendent,
the largeness of the non-human world and a fullness of sensory experience:
Fifty feet away you will hear it, a humming that sounds like it came from another planet. At
thirty feet your skin will start to vibrate. The hair will lift on your neck. Your head will say,
Don’t go any farther, but your heart will send you straight into the hum, where you will be

164
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167

Morrison, Paradise, p 263.
Griffith, Ammonite, p 211.
Carey, Bliss, p 270.
Ibid, p 282.
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swallowed by it. You will stand there and think, I am in the center of the universe, where everything is
sung to life. 168

Does this sensual materiality reaching towards the transcendent, this breathing of the world,
represent a shift from the earlier works? There is an astonishing passage in Walden where
Thoreau discerns the fractal nature of the world in a thawing snowbank. He joins the
transcendent with a clear perception that the human is merely one instantiation of the pattern
of the world:
When I see on the one side the inert bank—for the sun acts on one side first—and on the
other this luxuriant foliage, the creation of an hour, I am affected as if in a peculiar sense I
stood in the laboratory of the Artist who made the world and me—had come to where he was
still at work, sporting on this bank, and with excess of energy strewing his fresh designs about.
… You find thus in the very sands an anticipation of the vegetable leaf … The whole tree itself
is but one leaf, and rivers are still vaster leaves whose pulp is intervening earth, and towns and
cities are the ova of insects in their axils. 169

In this passage, we can see the decentring of the human and an intersection between the
material and the transcendent, but not through the entire array of sensory perceptions. Thoreau
primarily describes his insights visually and cognitively. While the realisation is “affecting”, it is
not the full-blown, bodily experience seen in the contemporary novels.
In contrast, when Mrs Wilkins in The Enchanted April looks out from her window on her first
morning at San Salvatore she has a perception of beauty which is highly sensory and includes a
breathing of the world:
She stared. Such beauty; and she there to see it. Such beauty; and she alive to feel it. Her face
was bathed in light. Lovely scents came up to the window and caressed her. A tiny breeze
gently lifted her hair … Not to have died before this … to have been allowed to see, breathe,
feel this … She stared, her lips parted … She would … run down and stay with that cypress
tree till breakfast was ready …
“We are in God’s hands,” said Mrs Wilkins, turning to her [friend], speaking with extreme
conviction. 170

However, the transcendent, insofar as it is present here, sits within a Christian tradition of
gratitude and appreciation of the “hand of God” in beauteous nature. This is not a vision of a
larger world and its interrelationships. There is just a fleck of decentring of the human in Mrs
Wilkins’s intent to “run down and stay with that cypress tree till breakfast”.

168 Kidd, The Secret Life of Bees, p 354.
169 Thoreau, Walden: or, Life in the Woods, p 472.
170 von Arnim, The Enchanted April, p 45.
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Of the remaining pre-terminus works, neither The Country of the Pointed Firs nor Cranford contain
comparable passages. There is a movement towards a material/immaterial vision in Pointed Firs
when William offers the narrator “a few sprigs of late-blooming linnaea” and shows her a
wasps’-nest, fishhawks’-nests and the view from the top of the island. However, William
cannot speak his knowledge (“he know as well as I that one could not say half he wished about
linnaea”), unlike Harry Joy. To the narrator, William is delightfully in tune with nature but also
naïve and untravelled; where he sees the vast sweep of the world, she sees a local view. 171
Reading works from two periods together shows that the thickening of affect, the breathing
with the world, the realisation of being situated within World and the intense engagement with
the senses and the body are not unique to the contemporary utopias of everyday life in any
single aspect. The difference is that the four terminus-era novels present these elements
together. Each has all of these elements, even Bliss in 1981. One element intensifies during the
period: that of bodily affect. The most recent work, The Secret Life of Bees, has this to such a
degree it only narrowly avoids excess. The novel is very much a celebration of the (female)
material body and is rich with descriptions of Lily’s sensual interaction with her everyday world.
These upsurge into the transcendent.
Looking back to previous chapters, we might also note that the subjects in these contemporary
everyday life utopias are more present in the moment, more embodied and less ideologically
constructed than those in the communitarian utopias discussed in the previous chapter.
Perhaps surprisingly, they are as bodily present as the subjects of the primal utopias. As in the
primal utopias, all major characters erupt into a sensory intensity on arrival in the utopian
space, with an emphasis on touch and smell. Nor is their focus on the body purely revelatory
or symbolic; it is highly corporeal, with several protagonists becoming gravely ill (Marghe in
Ammonite, Harry in Bliss, Connie/Consolata in Paradise) before they enter the utopian sequences
of the novel and return to both body and community. Their experiences are somewhat less
heroic and visceral than the primitivist works, so that instead of encountering physical feats and
dangers they are more likely to have an intense presence to the small tendings of tea, warmth,
and embrace (of both people and trees). We can compare this experience of the everyday with
Gaskell’s work, which also has pleasure in tea and tendings, but with English domestic restraint
rather than bodily sensation.
The new configuration observed in these works (and the primitivist utopias) is very much
aligned to the ecomaterialism which has evolved in the same period. Any of the related
theoretical areas of material feminisms, new materialisms and biosemiotics could well offer
productive readings of the novels, and numerous popular works also relate a post-secular

171 Jewett, The Country of the Pointed Firs, p 70.
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spirituality to ecology and the sensory body and attempt to bridge the nature/culture divide. In
an article on biosemiotics, Wendy Wheeler suggests that this is a new synthesis:
am I suggesting that ecocriticism, with its interest in syntheses between the sciences and the
humanities, and its willingness to embrace both poetry and the numinous experience of
phenomenological being in the world alongside (albeit mediated) modern scientific accounts
of how the world is, constitutes an attempt to find a new synthesis which has science and
wonder, evolution and numinosity, somehow together in the same place? Yes. 172

Freya Mathews, too, links these elements (and others) within her ecophilosophy. In For the Love
of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, she specifically joins the material to the new post-secular
spiritualities. 173
As a final note, we must also acknowledge another aspect: a turn away from the immaterial
materiality of consumerism.

Conclusion
The utopia of everyday life is not based on a visionary determination to establish a new haven
(as in Toni Morrison’s town of Ruby in Paradise), but emerges from the daily experiences at
hand (Morrison’s Convent community in the same work). The space of enactment is not a
nation or continent but is necessarily much more localised, and may even be a single house
within a broader community. In contrast to works which depict “everyday life in utopia”,
where the utopian “we” speaks for a network of communities or a nation, in the utopia of
everyday life the “we” is limited, at least at first, to those others (human and non-human) who
are in immediate proximity. In these narratives, we might note new forms of relations.
Commonalities hard-won in the face of an order which has broken down (the military
industrial complex in Ammonite, oil-driven capitalism in Bliss, the family in Secret Life, and a
complex of societal issues in Paradise), manifest in a post-terminus human bricolage, much as
Carey describes it in Bliss:
They were the refugees of a broken culture who had only the flotsam of belief and ceremony
to cling to or, sometimes, the looted relics from other people’s temples. 174

In its eclectic diversity and random encounter, its diversity of beliefs and practice and its refusal
to embrace structure or plan for the future, the utopia of everyday life appears consonant with
some of Jameson’s features of postmodern culture. We can see its orientation to transnational
capitalism (Bliss, Ammonite), its “aesthetic populism” (all the novels), a “past-ness” comprised of

172 Wendy Wheeler, “Postscript on Biosemiotics: Reading Beyond Words – and Ecocriticism”, New Formations,
2008, no 64, p 139.
173 Mathews, For Love of Matter: A Contemporary Panpsychism, p 4.
174 Carey, Bliss, p 277.
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a collection of images devoid of historicity (Bliss, Ammonite), the rejection of the “solitary ego”
(Paradise, Bliss, Ammonite) and, especially, new and creative possibilities of relationship arising
through difference (all the works). The utopias of everyday life occupy heterotopic spaces,
forming a sense of community from random assemblages of people who embrace a pastiche of
occupations, spiritualities and beliefs. Their loosely defined orderings are marked by plurality
and diversity, and by discord as well as harmony.
At the same time there is a rejection of surface in favour of depth, with either a marked
intensity of feeling (Paradise, Secret Life) or a need to recover such intensity (Bliss, Ammonite).
Most of the earlier utopias of everyday life discussed were novels of retreat and regeneration.
Four of the nineteenth and early twentieth works were interludes in places from which the
narrator (or characters in the case of Enchanted April) finally departed. In the terminus era, the
yearning for authentic everyday life may also take this direction (as in the non-fiction retreat
genre exemplified in Mayle’s A Year in Provence). But in utopian novels depicting a version of
modernity which has become intolerable, everyday life can become a place not of regeneration
but of refuge or rebuilding for sheer survival. The retreat narrative offers continuity with
impulses which have persisted for centuries, its dominant motifs fairly well intact from at least
the time of Plato; the latter, a post-modern form which fuses a refusal of certainty (or indeed of
any unifying consciousness) with yearnings to rediscover and re-enact aspects of everyday
associated with the authentically human. In both forms, a utopia of everyday life is firmly
situated in the present and refuses a utopian vector towards the future. With an emphasis on
responsive, concrete interactions in the material “now”, the utopia of everyday life is propelled
in the direction of the immediate satisfactions available to the human qua human; the simple
satisfactions of gardens, of sensuality, aesthetic pleasure and in relationships with human or
non-human companions. The terminus era works also embrace a re-spiritualised world, in a
marked shift from the tepid Christianity of some of the earlier utopias of everyday life. This is
not high modern epiphany, Austinian sensibility or a troubled nineteenth century society
restabilised in the text through marital happiness or material wealth. Its subjects find a
wholeness, by engaging in a transformation of their world into its ideal form, albeit in a
temporary, local series of relations between self and other, self and World.
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Conclusion
all thinking today is also, whatever else it is, an attempt to think the world system as such.
— Fredric Jameson 1

This study of Western utopian texts published after World War II deals with a period that
began with the nuclear attack on Hiroshima and was subsequently marked by a growing
awareness of environmental crisis. Utopian desire was therefore expressed within a terrain of
catastrophe, the terminal stage of industrial modernity as it progressively exhausts our planetary
resources. I use the “age of terminus” to describe the period and the concept of reinhabitation to
frame its selected utopian enactments. “Utopias of reinhabitation” are expressive of a desire to
live otherwise, in ways that are considerate of limits, energy systems and other inhabitants, and
have regard to their interconnections and interdependencies. This notion borrows from and
extends Snyder’s “rehabilitation”, used in a similar sense for a localised form of dwelling within
landscape. Reinhabitation as an ecophilosophical term is used here more broadly to include
wide-reaching and sometimes allegorically utopian visions.
Ecophilosophy is a utopian school of philosophical thought, which establishes a radically
different discourse to critique and oppose industrial modernity, and which has emerged roughly
contemporaneously with Moylan’s critical utopias. Many of ecophilosophy’s key concepts
provide a reinhabitory orientation to the experience of being in the world. Taken together,
these were considered to form an Umwelt or set of possible utopian orientations through which
to understand our texts.
The texts were approached in four subgenres, organised by the temporal direction of their
vision. This is, of course, only one of several possible ways of approaching them. They might
also have been grouped, for example, as utopian fantasy, utopian science fiction and utopian
mainstream literature. However, the upswelling of past-oriented desire in our period has been
one of its most striking features, to the extent that dismissals by Jackson, Jameson and Suvin all
seemed deeply questionable. We need to understand, for example, the ascendency of the

1

Fredric Jameson, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and Space in the World System, Indiana University Press/British
Film Institute, Bloomington (IN), Indianapolis and London, 1992.
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fantasy genre, witnessed by the success of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings published in the early part
of our period (1954-1955) through to Peter Jackson’s film versions (2001-2003) produced in
the later part.

Histories: past, present and future
Arcadia, although frequently dismissed as past-orientated and retrogressive, is better seen as a
fusion of past and present which offers both a backwards-yearning desire and a determined
preservation of ways of being in the world. I have attempted to call into question the ascription
of an ahistorical status to the pastoral (Suvin and Jameson) and at least partially to recuperate
its utopian energy. Arcadia also manifests in the present, offering “resistance” within everyday
life, a form of utopian praxis which we might add to Levitas’s model of consolation, critique
and catalysing change.
Primal arcadia, by contrast, is a past-oriented sub-genre, elegiac through its visioning of aspects
of reinhabitation of body and ecology now unrecoverable. Insofar as it manifests in
contemporary science fiction, or “future history”, it seems to be located on the other side of
the apocalypse or at the moment an apocalypse is averted; that is, it is either post-apocalyptic
or what we referred to as “trans-apocalyptic”.
Communalist utopia is closely aligned with the “critical utopia”, the future-oriented subgenre
Moylan locates in the period of social change in the late 1960s and 1970s. In its societal-wide
vision, it is optimistic and reflects the hope then held by oppositional movements that a radical
redistribution of power was imminent. In these texts, utopia was found to be restorative, with
the regreening of the world its central project. At the same time, many of the communalist and
critical utopias were depicted as beleaguered and engaged in ongoing struggles for sheer
survival, which led Suvin to recategorise them as “fallible utopias”. Moylan himself believed
that their utopian horizon was foreclosed by the ascendency of what is now called
neoliberalism.
Finally, the utopia of everyday life is intent on improving conditions in the here and now, that
is, in the environs and the present of the narrative. These might be variously on earth and on
other planets, or in the past, present and future relative to the time of publication. Each is an
enclave utopia, eddies of change within a single building or small community, that is, enclaves
representationally as well as by virtue of their utopian enactment. Insofar as they offer a
utopian vision, it is the one recognised by Cooper: the creation of the kind of change on a
small scale that the inhabitants wish for the world.
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Reinhabiting the planet
In their expression of the anxieties of the era, fully half of the contemporary utopian texts dealt
with a world-sized threat. Some utopias of reinhabitation emerge on the other side of
catastrophe amongst the scraps and leavings of a post-apocalyptic landscape, their communities
inhabiting a devastation so complete they have no present to build upon and must reinhabit the
past, as in the primal utopias of Stewart’s Earth Abides and Hegland’s Into the Forest. More often,
averting the world-sized threat becomes the utopian locus, requiring personal intervention and
effort, in accord with Moylan’s understanding that the activist is a significant figure in this kind
of fiction. In the case of arcadian works this must, however, be interpreted allegorically, which
is perhaps contentious. But arcadia’s shift from valley and mountainside idylls to entire planets
that need saving is a marked development not otherwise easily explained.
De Geus describes ecological utopias, a term he would use to describe all my texts, as “utopias of
sufficiency”. In this age where the biosystems of the planet are being consumed much faster than
they can be replenished, virtually all utopias make a turn towards scarcity. However, this arguably
has less to do with the availability of satisfactions within utopia, as described in Davis’s model, than
with a recognition of the issues affecting the planet’s broader future. Perhaps as a result, Davis’s
utopian categories are not so clearly discernible in more recent utopias; in several we can see a
conscious adjustment of desires (perfect moral commonwealth) at the same time as an assertion of
plenty (Davis’s arcadia). Another fusion can be observed in the famine in Le Guin’s The Dispossessed,
where a perfect moral commonwealth (moral response to insufficiency) joins Davis’s systemic
utopia (organised systems of control). Framed within the ecophilosophical Umwelt, the turn towards
scarcity seems to arise from an orientation to restraint and limits. Any combination of Davis’s
strategies might be available within the possibilities offered by the past, present or future location.
The regreening of the world is clearly the utopian horizon for each subgenre, but it is
manifested in very different ways. The arcadia reinhabits the greenwold, the primal utopia
replenishes and repopulates the living forest, the communalist utopia demolishes modernity
and regreens the roads as its utopian locus or main community project, and the utopia of
everyday life typically engages with the other-than-human in relations of care intensifying to
tending, replanting and addressing trees and communing with bees.

Reinhabiting the body
These utopias run against the waning of affect Jameson identified in his general analysis of
postmodern culture. The desire to reinhabit body is strongest in primal utopia. We observed
how Cameron’s Avatar offers a utopian inversion, setting a joyous primal reinhabitation against
the damaged body of a casualty of war and the sterility of the military-industrial complex.
Hegland’s Into the Forest claims a bodily contentment that defies the physical reality of sitting in
the rain in a forest. In the utopia of everyday life, Morrison’s young women in Paradise reinhabit
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their self/bodies through ritual and painting, and we find a strong sensory affect in the fulsome
emotional responses of Kidd’s A Secret Life of Bees. Communalist utopia includes the genderqueer body of Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time and the sexualised primal reinhabitation of the
male body in Callenbach’s Ecotopia. In Woman on the Edge of Time, the complete colonisation of
the body, particularly of racially other women, forms the dystopian foil. In Le Guin’s The Other
Wind, arcadian Tehanu’s transmogrification into her dragon body acts to heal the wounds she
acquired as a child who had been raped and burned, in a sublime return to what is perhaps at
stake in all the works: a form of wholeness, in opposition to various forms of colonisation of
the body, whether abuse, or commodification and reification. Many of the terminus era utopias
are examples of Lefebvre’s differential spaces, where the space in question is not merely topos
but corpus. Few pre-terminus era texts entertain the body and the sensory to anything like the
same degree, but we might note that here as elsewhere Morris’s News from Nowhere is an
exception, or precursor text, comparing the alienated bodies of oppressed nineteenth century
workers with the sensory delight of the inhabitants of the reimagined future.

Reinhabiting place
Many of these utopias reinhabit landscape in partnership with the other-than-human community,
in an ethos of care, coexistence and mutualism. Restraint is consciously practised here. The utopia of
everyday life’s particular vision takes a heightened form of care, here described as tending, for both
human and other-than-human, which exceeds the more observational orientation to nature found
in most, but not all, precursor texts. In communalist utopia, Woman on the Edge of Time includes a
careful consideration of the impact of proposed changes on other lifeforms. Primal utopia takes the
path of letting be whenever possible, and arcadia invests place with something of the classical reverence
for springs in Simak’s Way Station and the secret places of the earth in Le Guin’s “The Bones of
the Earth”. Morris’s News from Nowhere can be read as anticipating most of these developments.
Many of my texts, including the more conventionally programmatic communalist utopias,
contain forms of ecospiritualism. In Huxley’s Island this is manifestly central, but in many of
the other works re-enchantment and expressive ritual appear in some form or another,
regardless of subgenre. Incantations, prayers and rituals to the other-than-human cross the
subgenres, directed to trees in the everyday life utopia of Carey’s Bliss and in the communalist
Ecotopia, to a bear in the primal Into the Forest and to a mountain in the arcadian “The Bones of
the Earth”. Ecopoiesis, a traditional aesthetic delight in the beauty of World, now becomes part
of the orientation that sustains care and custodianship, in alliance with science in Robinson’s
Mars works. Avatar’s Neytiri shows both delight in the other-than-human and a desire to
protect them from unnecessary slaughter. Way Station has an orientation of both ecopoiesis and
care for wildflowers and butterflies. This is not just soft primitivism: Rigby’s suggestion that
ecopoiesis might also be applied to the bearing witness to harm finds powerful examples in the
primal utopias of The Word for World is Forest and Avatar.
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Reinhabiting community
Moylan’s version of alliance politics can be seen in several types of text. In communalist utopia,
difference is mediated through insistence on emotional work, a feature of Island, Ecotopia and
Woman on the Edge of Time. Some of the objections Levitas makes to the implausibility of critical
utopian alliances are addressed by the far more discordant pluralism of the utopia of everyday life,
which refuses the emotional resolutions of communalist utopia in favour of a form of communality
which is alternately an intense, intimate care and tending, for some relationships, and abrasively
discordant for others in Griffith’s Ammonite, Bliss and Paradise. It nevertheless functions as a
community. Within arcadia, the disparate races of The Lord of the Rings set aside their quarrels, while
an alliance of the powerless defeats the dominant order in Le Guin’s The Other Wind. Primal utopia
is the exception: the people of Stewart’s Earth Abides and The Word for World is Forest are relatively
homogeneous. In each group, several texts extend a sense of community to the other-than-human.
We hear a plurality of voices in Avatar, A Secret Life of Bees and in the later Earthsea works; and Woman
on the Edge of Time acknowledges the relatedness of the other-than-human through renarrativisation.

Hope and grief
In the age of terminus, relations between humanity and the life-world are more strained than in
previous periods. These texts were written within or against alienating hypermodernity and its
degradation of natural systems. Of all the subgenres, the primal utopia is perhaps the most infused
with grief. The sheer impossibility of the turn back to the past this side of the apocalypse tends the
primal texts to an inevitably elegiac mood. Yet its insistence on decolonising the body is potently
expressed, and its desire for a vibrant, living world is a powerful example of what Abensour means
by “desire otherwise”. Arcadia, as fantasy fiction, has been read as regressive and narcissistic, or
consolatory at best, yet it continues to be enacted not as dream but as an ongoing site of resistance
within both public and private spaces. Hope is very strongly associated with the communalist
novels, which offer a detailed program for a reinhabitory future. Despite Moylan’s understandable
pessimism at the height of neoliberal excess, there are hopeful signs of a reemergent alliance
politics. The utopia of everyday life, as a refuge or retreat, locates its store of hope in the kitchen
and the garden and the community in which we dwell, where life is lived and change can begin.
Each of these utopian subgenres presents us with a vision of reinhabitation. The utopian
practices in many of the texts are informed by an ethos of interconnection with the other-thanhuman world. Orientations include those which are recognisably ecophilosophical, from
letting-be and ecopoiesis through to care and partnership. We urgently need these alternatives
of praxis and orientation if we are to have a future. In the words of Robinson, “It has become
a case of utopia or catastrophe, and utopia has gone from being a somewhat minor literary
problem to a necessary survival strategy”.2

2

Robinson, “Remarks on Utopia in the Age of Climate Change”, p 15.
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