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PART ONE
THE DES I RE C ALLED UTO P I A

Introductio n:
Uto p i a Now

Utopia has always been a poiical issue, an unusual destiny for a literary form:
yet just as the literary value of the form is subject to permanent doubt, so also
its political status is structurally ambiguous. The fluctuations of its historical
context do nothing to resolve this variability, which is also not a matter of
taste or individual judgment.
During the Cold War (and in Eastern Europe immediately after its end),
Utopia had become a synonym for Stalinism and had come to designate a
program which neglected human frailty and oriinal sin, and betrayed a will
to uniformity and the ideal purity of a perfect system that always had to be
imposed by force on its imperfect and reluctant subjects. In a further devel
opment, Boris Groys has identiied this domination of political form over
matter with the imperatives of aestheic moderism.)1
Such counterrevoluionary analyses - no longer of much interest to the Right
since the collapse of the socialist countries - were then adopted by an ani
authoritarian Left whose micropoliics embraced Difference as a slogan and
came to recognize its anti-state positions in the traditional anarchist critiques
of Marxism as Utopian in exactly this centralizing and authoritarian sense.
Paradoxically, the older Marxist traditions, drawing uncritical lessons from
Marx and Engels' historical analyses of Utopian socialism in

The Communist
Manesto/ and also folowing Bolshevik usage,3 denounced its Utopian com
petition as lacking any conception of agency or political strategy, and
characterized Utopianism as an idealism deeply and structurally averse to the
political as such. The relationship between Utopia and the political, as well
as questions about the practical-political value of Utopian thinking and the
1 Boris Groys,

The TotalAt of Stalinism (princeton, 1992 [1988]).
The Communist Manfesto, Section III, "Socialist and

2 See Karl Max and Friedrich Engels;

Communist Literature"; and see also Friedrich Engels, "Socialism Utopian and Scientific". Yet
Lenin and Marx both wrote Utopias: the latter in the

Civil War in France [1871], the former in

State and Revoluion [1917].

3

The so-called "theory of limits" or "theory of nearer aims" ("teoriya blizhnego pritsela"):

see Darko Suvin, Metamophoses of Science Fiion (New Haven, 1979), pp. 264--265.
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identification between sociaism and Utopia, very much continue to be unre
solved topics today, when Utopia seems to have recovered its vitality as a
political slogan and a politically energizing perspective.
Indeed, a whole new generaion of the post-globaization Left - one which
subsumes remnants of the old Left and the New Left, along with those of a
radical wing of social democracy, and of First World cultural minorities and
Third World proletarianized peasants and landless or structurally unemployable
masses - has more and more frequently been lling to adopt this slogan, in
a situation in which the discrediting of communist and socialist parties alike,
and the skepticism about traditional conceptions of revolution, have cleared
the discursive ield. The consolidation of the emergent world market - for
this is really what is at stake in so-called globalization - can eventually be
expected to allow new forms of political agency to develop. In the meanime,
to adapt Mrs Thatcher's famous dictum, there is no alternative to Utopia, and
late capitalism seems to have no natural enemies (the reliious fundamen
talisms which resist American or Western imperialisms having by no means
endorsed anti-capitalist positions). Yet it is not only the invincible universal
ity of capitalism which is at issue: tirelessly undoing all the social gains made
since the inception of the socialist and communist movements, repealing all
the welfare measures, the safety net, the right to unionization, industrial and
ecoloical regulatory laws, offering to privatize pensions and indeed to dis
mantle whatever stands in the way of the free market all over the world. W hat
is crippling is not the presence of an enemy but rather the universal beief,
not only that this tendency is irreversible, but that the historic alternatives to
capitalism have been proven unviable and impossible, and that no other socio
economic system is conceivable, let alone practically available. The Utopians
not only offer to conceive of such alternate systems; Utopian form is itself a
r�presentational meditation on radical difference, radical otherness, and on the
systemic nature of the social totality, to the point where one cannot imaine
any undamental change in our social existence which has not first thrown off
Utopian visions like so many sparks from a comet.
The fundamental dynamic of any Utopian politics (or of any poliical
Utopianism) lltherefore always lie in the dialectic of Identity and Difference,4
to the degree to which such a politics aims at imaining, and sometimes even
at realizing, a system radically different from this one. We may in this follow
Olaf Stapledon's space-and-ime travelers, who gradually become aware that
their receptivity to alien and exotic cultures is governed by anthropomorphic
principles:
At Irst, when our imanative power was strictly limited by experience of our
own worlds, we could make contact only with worlds closely akin to our own.

4 See G.WF. Hegel, Eny!opedia Logic, Book Two, "Essence" (Oxford, 1975 [1817]).
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Moreover, in this novitiate stage of our work we invariably came upon these
worlds when they were passing through the same spiritul crisis as that which
underlies the plight of

Homo sapiens today. It appeared that, for us to enter any

world at ll, there had to be a deep-lying likeness or identity n ourselves and
our hosts.s
Stapledon is not strictly speaking a Utopian, as we will see later on; but no
Utopian writer has been quite so forthright in confroning the great empiri
cist maxim, nothing in the mind that was not first in the senses. If true, this
principle spells the end, not only of Utopia as a form, but of Science Fiction
in general, afirming as it does that even our wildest imaginings are all collages
of experience, constructs made up of bits and pieces of the here and now:
"When Homer formed the idea of

Chimea, he only joined into one animal,

parts which belonged to different animals; the head of a lion, the body of a
goat, and the tail of a serpent."6 On the social level, this means that our imag
inations are hostages to our own mode of producion (and perhaps to whatever
remnants of past ones it has preserved). It suggests that at best Utopia can
serve the negative purpose of making us more aware of our mental and ideo
logical imprisonment (something I have myself occasionally asserted7); and that
therefore the best Utopias are those that fail the most comprehensively.
It is a proposition which has the merit of shifting the discussion of Utopia
from content to representation as such. These texts are so often taken to be
the expressions of political opinion or ideology that there is something to be
said for redressing the balance in a resolutely formalist way (readers of Hegel
or Hjelmslev will know that form is in any case always the form of a specific
content). It is not only the social and historical raw materials of the Utopian
construct which are of interest from this perspective; but also the represen
tational relations established between them - such as closure, narrative and
exclusion or inversion. Here as elsewhere in narraive analysis what is most
revealing is not what is said, but what cannot be said, what does not reister
on the narrative apparatus.
It is important to complete this Utopian formalism with what I hesitate to
call a psychology of Utopian production: a study of Utopian fantasy mecha
nisms, rather, and one which eschews individual biography in favor of
historical and collective wish-fulfilment. Such an approach to Utopian fantasy

5 Olaf Stapledon, The Last and First Men/ Star Maker (New York, 1968 [1930, 1937)),
p. 299. The English novelist Olaf Stapledon (1886-1950), whose two most important works,
just cited, ll be discussed in Chapter 9 below, derives from what may be called the European
art radition of H.G. Wells' "scientific romances" or speculaive ficion, rather than from the
commercial pulps in which American SF emerged.
6 Alexander Gerard, Essy on Genius, quoted n M.H. Abrams, The Miror and the Lamp (Oxford,
1953 [1774)), p. 161.
7 See Part Two, Essay 4.
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production

ll necessarily

illuminate its historical conditions of possibility:

for it is certaily of the greatest interest for us today to understand why Utopias
have flourished in one period and dried up in another. This is clearly a question
that needs to be enlarged to include Science Fiction as wel, if one follows
Darko Suvin,8 as I do, in believing Utopia to be a socio-economic sub-genre
of that broader literary form. Suvin's principle of "cognitive estrangement" an aesthetic which, building on the Russian Formalist noion of "making
strange" as well as the Brechtian

Vefremdungsfekt,

characterizes SF in terms

of an essentially epistemoloical unction (thereby excluding the more oneiric
lights of generic fantasy) - thus posits one specific subset of this generic
category specifically devoted to the imaginaion of alternative social and
economic forms. In what folows, however, our discussion llbe complicated
by the existence, alongside the Utopian genre or text as such, of a Utopian
impulse which infuses much else, in daily life as well as in its texts (see
Chapter 1, below). This distincion llalso complicate the very selective dis
cussion of SF here, since alongside SF texts which deploy overtly Utopian
themes (as in Le Guin's
as in Chapter

athe f Heaven)

we

ll also

reference works which,

9, beray the workings of the Utopian impulse. In any case, "The

Desire Called Utopia", unike the essays collected in Part Two, will deal minly
with those aspects of SF relevant to the more properly Utopian dilectic of
Ideniy and Difference.9

ll these formal and representational questions lead back to the political
one with which we began: but now the latter has been sharpened into the
formal dilemma of how works that posit the end of history can offer any
usable historical impulses, how works which aim to resolve all political differ
ences can continue to be in any sense political, how texts designed to overcome
the needs of the body can remain materiaistic, and how visions of the "epoch
of rest" Morris) can energize and compel us to action.
There are good reasons for thinking that all these questions are undecid
able: which is not necessarily a bad thing provided we continue to try to decide

8 Suvin, Metamophoses f Science Ficion, p. 61.
9 The conventional high-cultural repudiaion of SF - its sigmaizaion of the purely formu
laic (which reflects the original sin of the form n its origins in the pulps), complaints about the
absence of complex and psycholoically "interesting" characters (a posiion which does not seem
to have kept pace wih the postcontemporary crisis of the "centred subject"), a yearning for
original literary styles which ignores the sylistic variety of moden SF (as Philip K. Dick's defa
miliarization of spoken American) - is probably not a matter of personal taste, nor is it to be
addressed by way of purely aesthetic arguments, such as the attempt to assimilate selected SF
works to the canon as such. We must here ideniy a kind of generic revulsion, in which this
form and narraive discourse is the object of psychic resistance as a whole and the target of a
kind of literary "reality principle". For such readers, in other words, the Bourdieu-style ration
alizaions which rescue high literary forms rom the gilty associaions of unproduciveness and
sheer diversion and which endow them with socially acknowledged jusificaion, are here absent.
It is true that this is also a reply which the readers of fantasy could very well address to the
readers of SF itself (see belo, Chapter 5).
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them. Indeed, in the case of the Utopian texts, the most reliable political test
lies not in any judgment on the individual work in question so much as in its
capacity to generate new ones, Utopian visions that include those of the past,
and modiy or correct them.
Yet this undecidability is in reality a deep-sructural rather than a political
one; and it explains why so many commentators on Utopia (such as Marx and
Engels themselves, with all their admiration for Fourier1) should have emitted
contradictory assessments on the matter. Another Utopian visionary - Herbert
Marcuse, surely the most influential Utopian of the 1960s - offers an expla
naion for this ambivalence in an earlier argument whose oicial subject is
culture rather than Utopia as such.ll The problem is however the same: can
culture be political, which is to say critical and even subversive, or is it neces
sarily reappropriated and coopted by the social system of which it is a part?
Marcuse argues that it is the very separation of art and culture from the social
- a separation that inaugurates culture as a realm in its own right and defmes
it as such - which is the source of art's incorrigible ambiguity. For that very
distance of culture from its social context which allows it to uncion as a
criique and indictment of the latter also dooms its intervenions to ineffec
tuality and relegates art and culture to a frivolous, trivialized space in which
such intersections are neutralized in advance. This dialecic accounts even
more persuasively for the ambivalencies of the Utopian text as well: for the
more surely a given Utopia asserts its radical difference from what currendy
is, to that very degree it becomes, not merely unrealizable but, what is worse,
unimaginable.12
10 ax and Engels,

Seected Correspondence (Moscow, 1975): for example, October 9, 1866 (to

Kugelmann) attacking Proudhon as a petty-bourgeois Utopian, "whereas in the Utopias of a
Fourier, an Owen, etc., there is the anticipation and imaginaive expression of a new wold" (p.
172). And see also Engels: "German theoreical Socialism will never forget that it stands on the
shoulders of Saint-Simon, Fourier and Owen, three men who despite their fantasies and utopi
anism are to be reckoned among the most signiicant minds of all times, for they anicipated
with genius countless matters whose accuracy we now demonstrate scientifically" (quoted in
Frank and Fitzie Manuel,

Utopian Thought in the Westen Word [Cambridge, A, 1979], p. 702).

Benjamin was also a great admirer of Fourier: "II attendait la liberation totale de l'avenement
du jeu universalise au sens de Fourier pour lequel l avait une admiration sans borne. Je ne sache

pas d'homme qui, de nos jours, ait vecu aussi intimement dans Ie Paris saint-simonien et
Tableaux vivants ( paris: Gallimard,

fourieriste." Pierre Klossowski, "Lettre sur Walter Benjamin",

2001), p. 87. And Barthes was another such passionate reader (see Chapter 1, note 5).
11 See "On the Affirmaive Character of Culture", in Negaions Boston, 1968).
12 From another standpoint, this discussion of the ambiguous reality of culture (that is to say,
in our context, of Utopia itsel) is an ontological one. The presumpion is that Utopia, whose
business is the uture, or not-being, exists only in the present, where it leads the relatively feeble
life of desire and fantasy. But this is to reckon without the amphibiousness of being and its tem
porality: in respect of which Utopia is philosophically analogous to the trace, only from the other
end of ime. The aporia of the trace is to belong to past and present all at once, and thus to
constitute a mixture of being and not-being quite different from the tradiional category of
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This does not exactly leave us back at our beginning, in which rival ideo
logical stereotypes sought to pass this or that absolute poliical judgment on
Utopia. For even if we can no longer adhere with an unmixed conscience to
this unreliable form, we may now have recourse to that ingenious poitical
slogan Sartre invented to ind his way between a lawed communism and an
even more unacceptable anti-communism. Perhaps something similar can be
proposed to fellow-travelers of Utopia itself: indeed, for those only too wary
of the moives of its critics, yet no less conscious of Utopia's structural ambi
guities, those mindful of the very real political function of the idea and the
program of Utopia in our time, the slogan of anti-anti-Utopianism might well
offer the best working strategy.

Becoming and thereby mildly scandalous for analytical Reason. Utopia, which combines the not
yet-being of the future with a textual existence in the present is no less worthy of the
archaeoloies we are lng to grant to the trace. For a philosophical discussion of the latter see
Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narraive, Volume III (Chicago, 1988), pp. 119-120.

Varieties of t h e Utopian

It has often been observed that we need to distinguish between the Utopian
form and the Utopian wish: between the written text or genre and something
like a Utopian impulse detectable in daily life and its practices by a specialized
hermeneutic or interpreive method. Why not add political practice to this list,
inasmuch as whole social movements have tried to realize a Utopian vision,
commuities have been founded and revolutions waged in its name, and since,
as we have just seen, the term itself is once again current in present-day dis
cursive struggles? At any rate, the futility of deinitions can be measured by
the way in which they exclude whole areas of the preliminary inventory.l
In this case, however, the inventory has a convenient and indispensable
starting point: it is, of course, the inaugural text of Thomas More (1517),
almost exacdy contemporaneous with most of the innovations that have
seemed to deine modernity (conquest of the New World, Machiavelli and
modern poitics, Ariosto and modern literature, Luther and modern conscious
ness, printing and the modern public sphere) . Two related genres have had
similar miraculous births: the historical novel, with WaverJ in 1814, and Science
Fiction (whether one dates that from Mary Shelley'S Fankenstein in the same
years [1818] or Wells' The Time Machine in 1895).
Such generic starting points are always somehow included and ehoben in
later developments, and not least in the well-known shift in Utopias from space
1 But see, for n authoritaive statement, Lyman Tower Sargent, "The Three Faces of Utopian
ism", Minnesota Review, Vol. 7.3 (1967), pp. 222-230 and "The Three Faces of Utopianism
Revisited", Utopian Studies 5.1 (1994), pp. 1-37. As Utopian studies are a relatively recent disci
plinary ield, bibliographies of theoreical interventions in it are still relatively rare: but see those
in Tom Moylan, Demand the Ipossible (New York, 1986) and in Barbara Goodwin and Keith
Taylor, The Poliics of Utopia (London, 1 982). The journal Utopian Studies can be consulted for
recent developments in this area. Theoretical contibutions to the study of Science Ficion are
another matter: see Veronica Hollinger'S splendid overview, "Contemporary Trends in Science
Ficion Criicism, 1980-1 999" (Science Ficion Studies, No. 78 July 1999], pp. 232-262), and for a
more Francophone perspective, the bibliography in Richard Saint-Gelais, L'Empire du pseudo
(Quebec City, 1 999). For both, of course, we are fortunate to be able to draw on the superb
Enyclpeia f Science Ficion of John Clute and Peter Nicholls (New York, 1995); and for Utopias,
on the Dicionay f Literay Utopias of Vita Fortunai and Raymond Trousson (paris, 2000).
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to time, from the accounts of exotic travelers to the experiences of visitors
to the uture. But what uniquely characterizes this genre is its explicit inter
textuality: few other literary forms have so brazenly afirmed themselves as
argument and counterargument. Few others have so openly required cross
reference and debate within each new variant: who can read Morris without
Bellamy? or indeed Bellamy without Morris? So it is that the individual text
carries with it a whole tradition, reconstructed and modiied with each new
addition, and threatening to become a mere cipher within an immense hyper
organism, like Stapledon's minded swarm of sentient beings.
Yet the lifework of Ernst Bloch is there to remind us that Utopia is a good
deal more than the sum of its individual texts. Bloch posits a Utopian impulse
governing everything future-oriented in life and culture; and encompassing
everything from games to patent medicines, from myths to mass entertain
ment, from iconography to technology, from architecture to eros, from
tourism to jokes and the unconscious. Wayne Hudson expertly summarizes
his magnum opus as folows:
In The Pinciple of Hope Bloch provides an unprecedented survey of human wish
pictures and day dreams of a better life. The book begins ith little day dreams
(part I), followed by an exposiion of Bloch's theory of anicipatory conscious
ness part II). In part III Bloch appies is utopian hermeneutics to he wish
pictures found in the mirror of ordinary life: to the utopian aura which sur
rounds a new dress, advertisements, beauiful masks, illustrated magazines, the
costumes of the Ku Klux Klan, the festive excess of the annual market and
the circus, fairy tales and kolportage, the mythology and literature of ravel,
anique furniture, ruins and museums, and the utopian imagination present in
dance, pantomime, the cinema and the theatre. In part V Bloch turns to the
problem of the construction of a world adequate to hope and to various
'outlines of a better world'. He provides a 400 page analysis of medical, social,
technical, architectural and geographical utopias, followed by an analysis of
wish landscapes in painting, opera and poetry; utopian perspecives in the
philosophies of Plato, Leibniz, Spinoza and Kant, and the utopianism implicit
in movements agitating for peace and leisure. Finally, in part V Bloch turns to
wish pictures of the ulfilled moment which reveal 'idenity' to be the funda
mental supposition of anticipatory consciousness. Once again, the sweep is
breathtaking as Bloch ranges over happy and dangerous experiences in ordinary
life; the problem of the antinomy between the individual and the community;
the works of the young Goethe,

Don Giovanni, Faust, Don Quixote,

the plays of

Shakespeare; morality and intensity in music; hope pictures against death, and
man's increasing self-injection into the content of religious mystery.2

2 Wayne Hudson, The Maxist Philosophy oj Ernst Bloch (New York, 1982), p. 107. We must
also note Ruth Levitas' critiques of the notion of a Utopian "impulse" n her Concpt oj Utopia
(Syracuse, 1990), pp. 181-183. This book, central to the constitution of Utopian studies as a
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We will return to Bloch shortly; but it should already be clear that his work
raises a hermeneutic problem. Bloch's interpretive principle is most effective
when it reveals the operation of the Utopian impulse in unsuspected places,
where it is concealed or repressed. But what becomes, in that case, of delib
erate and fully self-conscious Utopian programs as such? Are they also to be
taken as unconscious expressions of something even deeper and more pri
mordial? And what becomes of the interpretive process itself and Bloch's own
philosophy of the future, which presumably no longer needs such decoding
or reinterpretation? Yet the Utopian exegete is not often herself the designer
of Utopias, and no Utopian program bears Bloch's own name.3 There is here
at work the same hermeneutic paradox Freud confronted when, searching for
precursors of his dream analysis, he inally identified one obscure aboriinal
tribe for whom all dreams had sexual meanings - except for overtly sexual
dreams as such, which meant something else.
We would therefore do better to posit two distinct lines of descendency
from More's inaugural text: the one intent on the realization of the Utopian
program, the other an obscure yet omnipresent Utopian impulse fmding its
way to the surface in a variety of covert expressions and practices. The irst of
these lines ll be systemic, and will include revolutionary political practice,
when it aims at founding a whole new society, alongside written exercises in
the literary genre. Systemic llalso be those self-conscious Utopian secessions
from the social order which are the so-caled intentional communities; but also
the attempts to project new spatial totaliies, in he aesthetic of the city itself.
The other line of descent is more obscure and more various, as befits a
protean investment in a host of suspicious and equivocal matters: liberal
reforms and commercial pipedreams, the deceptive yet tempting swindles of
the here and now, where Utopia serves as the mere lure and bait for ideology
hope being after all also the principle of the cruelest conidence games and
of hucksterism as a fine art) . Still, perhaps a few of the more obvious forms
can be identiied: political and social theory, for example, even when - espe
cially when - it aims at realism and at the eschewal of everything Utopian;
piecemeal social democratic and "liberal" reforms as well, when they are

fei ld in its own right, argues for a structural plurlism in which, according to the social construc
ions of desire in speciic historical periods, the three components of form, content and function
are combined in disinct and historically unique ways: "The main functions identified are com
pensation, criticism and change. Compensation is a feature of absract, 'bad' Utopia for Bloch,
of llutopia for Marx and Engels and of ideology for Mannheim. Criticism is the main element
in Goodwin's definiion. Change is crucial for Mannheim, Bauman and Bloch. Utopia may also
function as the expression of educaion of desire, as for Bloch, Morton and Thompson, or to
produce estrangement, as for Moylan and Suvin. If we define utopia in terms of [only) one of
these functions we can neither describe nor explain the variation." (p. 180)
3 Tom Moylan perinently reminds me that Bloch already had a concrete Utopia; it was called
the Soviet Union.
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merely allegorical of a wholesale transformaion of the social totality. And as
we have identiied the city itself as a fundamental form of the Utopian image
(along with the shape of the village as it reflects the cosmos),4 perhaps we
should make a place for the individual building as a space of Utopian invest
ment, that monumental part which cannot be the whole and yet attempts to
express it. Such examples suggest that it may be well to think of the Utopian
impulse and its hermeneutic in terms of allegory: in that case, we llwish in
a moment to reorganize Bloch's work into three distinct levels of Utopian
content: the body, time and colectivity.
UTOPIA (MORE)
PROGRAM

IMPULSE
P LITICAL THEORY
REF RM
THE I DIVIDUAL BUILDING

TEXT

SPACE
THE CITY

REVOLUTIONARY
PRAXIS

INTENTIONAL
COMMUNITY

HERMENEUTIC

BODY

TIME

COLLECTIVITY

Yet the distinction between the two lines threatens to revive the old and
much-contested philosophical aim of discriminating between the authenic
and the inauthentic, even where it aims in fact to reveal the deeper authentic
ity of the inauthentic as such. Does it not tend to revive that ancient Platonic
idealism of the true and false desire, the true and false pleasure, genuine sat
isfaction or happiness and the illusory kind? and this at a time when we are
more inclined to believe in illusion than in truth in the irst place.5 As I tend
to sympathize with this last, more posmodern, position, and also wish to avoid
a rhetoric which opposes the reflexive or self-conscious to its unrelexive
opposite number, I prefer to stage the distinction in more spaial terms. In
that case, the properly Utopian program or realization llinvolve a commit
ment to closure (and thereby to totality): was it not Roland Barthes who
4 See Claude Levi-Strauss, "Do Dual Organizaions Exist?" in SucturalAnthrpoloy I (Chicago,
1983 [1958]); and also Pierre Bourlieu, Outline of a Theoy of Pracice (Cambridge, 1977 [1972]).
5 See Gilles Deleuze, Cinema II (paris, 1985 [1952]), Chapter VI, on "Ie faux"; and also Jean
Paul Same, Saint Gent (New York, 1983), on "Ie toe", pp. 358ff.
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observed, of Sade's Utopianism, that "here as elsewhere it is closure which
enables the existence of sy stem, which is to say, of the imagination"?6
But this is a premise that is not without al kinds of momentous conse
quences. In More, to be sure, closure is achieved by that great trench the founder
causes to be dug between the island and the mainland and which alone allows
it to become Utopia in the irst place: a radical secession further underscored
by the Machiavellian ruthlessness of Utopian foreign policy which - bribery,
assassination, mercenaries and other forms of

eapoliik - rebukes all Christian

noions of universal brotherhood and natural law and decrees the foundaional
difference between them and us, foe and friend, in a peremptory manner worthy
of Carl Schmitt and characteristic in one way or another of all subsequent
Utopias intent on survival in a world not y et converted to Bellamy 's world
state: as witness the sad fate of Huxley 'S

Isand or

the precautions that are

required by situations as different as Skinner's Walden communities or Kim
Stanley Robinson's Mars.7
Totality is then precisely this combinaion of closure and sy stem, in the
name of autonomy and self-suiciency and which is ultimately the source of
that otherness or radical, even alien, difference already mentioned above and
to which we will return at some length. Yet it is precisely this category of
totality that presides over the forms of Utopian realization: the Utopian city,
the Utopian revolution, the Utopian commune or village, and of course the
Utopian text itself, in all its radical and unacceptable difference from the more
lawul and aestheticaly satisying iterary genres.
Just as clearly, then, it will be this very impress of the form and category
of totaity which is virtually by deinition lacking in the multiple forms invested
by Bloch's Utopian impulse. Here we have rather to do with 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
unrelated to their functional value or oicial satisfactions. T he hermeneuic
procedure is therefore a two-step method, in which, in a irst moment, frag
ments of experience betray the presence of symbolic igures - beauty,

6 Roland Barthes, Sade, Fouie, Loyola (paris, 1971), p. 23.
7 And we might have added the historical tragedy of Winstanley and St George's ll (along
with the fate of Goetz's Utopian commune in Sartre, e Diable et Ie bon dieu: it is true that this
last is imposed rather than intentional, which was presumably the other point the philosopher
of freedom and praxis wanted to make). As is well known, Huxley's late work, Island (1962), rep
resents his attempt to rectiy the satiric Brave New World of 1932 with the construction of a
"serious" (although narrative) contribuion to the Utopian genre. B.. Skinner (1904-1990), one
of the more idiosyncraic American theorists of behavorism and the inventor of the so-called
Skinner box, wrote a major Utopia in Walden Two (1948), in which (in my opinion) "negative
condiioning" plays little part: see the brief discussion in Chapter 4 below. Kim Stanley Robinson
(1952-) is the author of not one, but two Utopian cycles, the so-called Orange County trilogy
(1984-1990) and the Mars trilogy (1992-1996), with a third one, centering on ecological disaster
and its Utopian possibilities, on the way. On the Mars trilogy, see Part Two, Essay 12, below).
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wholeness, energy, perfection - which are only themselves subsequendy to be
identified as the forms whereby an essenially Utopian desire can be transmit
ted. It will be noted that in this Bloch often appeals to classical aesthetic
categories (which are themselves ultimately theological ones as well), and to
that degree his hermeneutic may also be grasped as some inal form of
German idealist aesthetics as it exhausts itself in the late twentieth century
and in modernism. Bloch had far richer and more varied tastes than Lukacs,
and attempted to accommodate popular and archaic culture, modernist as
well as realist and neoclassical texts, into his Utopian aesthetics: but the latter
is perfecdy capable of assimilating postmodern and non-European, mass
cultural tastes, and this is why I have proposed to reorganize his immense
compendium in a new and tripartite way (body, time and colleciity) which
corresponds more closely to the levels of contemporary allegory.
Materialism is already omnipresent in an attention to the body which seeks
to correct any idealism or spiritualism lingering in this system. Utopian cor
poreality is however also a haunting, which invests even the most subordinate
and shamefaced products of everyday life, such as aspirins, laxatives and
deodorants, organ transplants and plastic surgery, all harboring mut�d
promises of a transigured body. Bloch's reading of these Utopian supple
ments - the doses of utopian excess carefully measured out in all our
commodities and sewn like a red thread through our practices of consump
tion, whether sober and utilitarian or frenzied-addictive - now rejoins
Northrop Frye's Blakean myths of eternal bodies projected against the sky.
Meanwhile the overtones of immortality that accompany these images seem
to move us urgendy onwards towards the temporal level, becoming truly
Utopian only in those communiies of the preternaturally long-lived,8 as in
Shaw's Back to Methusaleh, or the immortal, as in Boorman's tlm Zardoz (1974),
significandy offering fodder for the anti-Utopians in the accompanying dete
rioraion of the Utopian vision: the suicidal tedium of Shaw's long-lived elders,
the sexless ennui of the inhabitants of Zardoz's Vortex. Meanwhile, liberal
politics incorporates portions of this particular impulse in poliical platforms
offering enhanced medical research and universal health coverage, although
the appeal to eternal youth fmds a more appropriate place on the secret agenda
of the ight and the wealthy and privileged, in fantasies about the traffic in
organs and the technological possibliies of rejuvenation therapy. Corporeal
transcendence then also inds rich possibilities in the realm of space, from the
streets of daily life and the rooms of dwelling and work place, to the greater
locus of the city as in ancient tmes it reflected the physical cosmos itsel.
But the temporal life of the body already resituates the Utopian impulse
in what is Bloch's central concern as a philosopher, namely the blindness of
all traditional philosophy to the future and its unique dimensions, and the
8 See Part Two, Essay 7, "Longeity as Class Struggle".
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denunciation of phlosophies and ideoloies, ike Platonic anamnesis, stub
bornly fixated on the past, on childhood and origins.9 It is a polemical
commitment he shares with existential phlosophers in particular, and perhaps
more with Sartre, for whom the future is praxis and the project, than with
Heidegger, for whom the future is the promise of mortality and authentic
death; and it separates him decisively from Marcuse, whose Utopian system
drew significantly, not merely on Plato, but fuly as much on Proust (and
Freud), to make a fundamental point about the memory of happiness and the
traces of Utopian gratiication that survive on into a fallen present and provide
it with a "standing reserve" of personal and political energy.lO
But it is worth pointing out that at some point discussions of temporality
always biurcate into the two paths of existential experience (in which ques
tions of memory seem to predominate) and of historical time, with its urgent
interrogations of the future. I will argue that it is precisely in Utopia that these
two dimensions are seamlessly reunited and that existential time is taken up
into a historical time which is paradoxically also the end of time, the end of
history. But it is not necessary to think of tis conflation of individual and
collective time in terms of any eclipse of subjecivity, although the loss of
(bourgeois) individuality is certainly one of the great anti-Utopian themes. But
ethical depersonalization has been an ideal in any number of religions and in
much of philosophy as well; while the transcendence of individual life has
found rather different representations in Science Fiction, where it often func
ions as a readjustment of individual biology to the incomparably longer
temporal rhythms of history itself. Thus, the extended life spans of Kim
Stanley Robinson's Mars colonists allow them to coincide more tangibly with
long-term historical evolutions, while the device of reincarnaion, in his alter
nate history ears f e and Salt, affords the possibility of reentering the
stream of history and development over and over againY Yet a third way in
which individual and collective ime come to be identiied with each other is
in the very experience of everyday life, according to Roland Barthes the quin
tessential sign of utopian representation: "la marque de l'Utopie, c'est Ie
quotidien".12 Where biographical time and the dynamics of history diverge,
this day-by-day life in successive instants allows the existential to fold back
into the space of the collective, at least in Utopia, where death is measured
off in generations rather than in biological individuals.
9 See Ernst Bloch's attack on anamnesis n The Pnnciple of Hope (Cambridge, A, 1986 [1959]),
p. 18.
10 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilizaion (New York, 1962), p. 18 and Chapter 11.
11 ears of Rice and Salt (2002) offers the chronicle of a world from which Europe and Christianity
have been eliminated by the Black Death n the fourteenth century D, a world n which a "naive
American" high cization flourishes n the Western hemisphere and China and Islam have
become the major subjects of a history that concludes with equivalents of "our" First World War,
"our" revoluionary 1960s, and (hopefully) a different kind of future from our own.
12 Barthes, Sade, Fouie, Loyola, p. 23.
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