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Utopia anniversary symposium
This year marks the 500th anniversary of the publication of Thomas More’s 
Utopia. Beyond its own significance, it gave a name to various traditions of 
speculation that preceded it and to a range of subsequent social and cultural 
practices, from experimental communities and political discourses to works 
of the imagination across all media. It has also given rise to a plethora of 
associated concepts and critical categories, including anti-utopia, eutopia, 
dystopia, cacotopia, ambiguous utopia, ambiguous heterotopia, critical utopia, 
critical dystopia and afrotopia. To celebrate this anniversary and the generative 
power of More’s work, we invited a number of scholars and writers to contribute 
short pieces on utopianism and related ideas in contemporary sf, film and/or 
television. 

– The editors

Utopia in dystopia: Cloud Atlas 

Raffaella Baccolini

Sf movies, together with war and horror films, are interesting indicators of 
what culturally and politically goes on in a society. The 9/11 attacks of 2001 
striking New York and Washington have generated a great number of cultural 
responses from Hollywood. While realist movies initially replicated the event 
without offering an analysis of it, such as United 93 (Greengrass US/UK/France 
2006) and World Trade Center (Stone US 2006), and later focused on the psycho-
logical consequences of the event, as in Reign Over Me (Binder US 2007) or 
Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (Daldry US 2011), sf films in particular dealt 
with the attack obliquely, turning – more often than not – to post-apocalyptic 
scenarios and atmospheres, as in War of the Worlds (Spielberg US 2005) and 
Cloverfield (Reeves US 2008). Among sf films, Cloud Atlas (Wachowski siblings 
and Tykwer Germany/US/HK/Singapore 2012), adapted from David Mitchell’s 
novel of the same title, stands out as a significant visionary tour-de-force.

In his extended study of Hollywood’s response to 9/11, Tom Pollard also 
notices that very few films deal with the events of 11 September directly. He 
writes that today, in both realist and sf films, Islamic terrorism is translated 
or transformed into many shapes, from greedy corporate executives, ruthless 
killers and brutal intelligence agents to climatic apocalypse, aliens, zombies, 
mutants and vampires – all variously attacking ‘symbols of Western businesses 
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and governments’ (12). According to Pollard, post-9/11 sf ‘expresses fear, 
anxiety, panic, and outright paranoia about humanity’s fate in a violent, chaotic 
universe’, and apocalypse is the form this ‘paranoia assumes in the genre’ (131). 
If Cloud Atlas is one such film, its use of the apocalyptic trope suggests not so 
much a fear of terrorism, but a critique of political, economic and social greed 
against all living forms on the planet. At the same time, however, the film 
maintains a utopian horizon, much in the tradition of the critical dystopia.

Mitchell’s complex novel tells six interconnected but separate stories in a variety 
of genres (diary, epistolary, thriller, farce, and dystopian and post-apocalyptic sf) 
that span nearly 500 years, from 1850 to 2300. The film establishes at the outset 
the six settings, and then brilliantly interweaves the stories through recurring 
themes, images, objects, phrases and music. The stories’ interconnectedness is 
also maintained through the same actors playing multiple roles throughout the 
film, switching gender, age and race from tale to tale. Also binding all segments 
together is that in each, the protagonists must struggle against individual and 
collective forms of greed, corruption and injustice. 

The story of Sonmi-451 (Doona Bae), which takes place in a post-apocalyptic 
Korea in 2144 and is narrated as an interview recorded by a regime Archivist 
(James D’Arcy) before Sonmi-451 is executed, provides the most interesting 
example of individual and collective utopian struggle. At the centre of the film 
about this dystopian, hyper-consumerist ‘corpocracy’, called Nea So Copros, is 
a radical critique of capitalism. The extrapolated future is a violent, exploitative, 
hierarchical society where ‘purebloods’ (consumers) are encouraged to consume 
under constant surveillance, and ‘fabricants’ (genetically modified clones) are 
modern slaves. In Nea So Copros, individual and collective agency is denied 
and its inhabitants strictly adhere to a series of laws, such as consuming as 
much as possible, and a series of commandments called Unanimity catechism, 
of which the fourth states, ‘Honor thy consumer’. Brutally exploitative 
free-market capitalism caused the destruction of Old Seoul and is threatening 
the survival of Neo Seoul. All inhabitants are enslaved: the purebloods in their 
meaningless drive to consume, and – literally – the fabricants in working to 
fulfil the promise of freedom after 12 years of labour. The promise, however, to 
be released into the paradisiac, almost utopian Hawai’i turns out to be a cruel 
lie: after 12 years, the fabricants are sent to a slaughtership where they are killed 
like cattle and recycled as the addictive ‘soap’ to be fed to the clones. And it is 
this discovery that turns Sonmi-451, the fabricant protagonist of this segment, 
into a revolutionary.

Employed like hundreds of other clones as a server in a Papa Song restaurant, 
an extrapolated version of contemporary fast food chains, Sonmi-451 leads 
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a meaningless life made up of work, the rituals of catechism, and sleep, 
waiting to repay her debt to be released and become a consumer herself. In 
the tradition of humans versus machines sf, Sonmi-451 is, however, capable 
of emotions and displays more humanity than most purebloods. Aided by 
Hae-Joo Chang (Jim Sturgess), a member of the insurgent Union of the 
Rebels whom she finds one night in the restaurant, and who believes she has 
‘the power to change this world’, Sonmi-451 becomes a ‘free-willed fabricant’ 
and re-appropriates her identity. She has both her fabricant collar and her 
characteristically coloured lock of hair removed, and more importantly she 
begins to acquire knowledge. Although her thirst for knowledge is not really 
explained, in the course of the interview she quotes the banned author 
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (‘You can maintain power over people as long as you 
give them something. Rob a man of everything and that man will no longer 
be in your power’), and thus resolves to fight and ‘if necessary die to teach 
people the truth’ about their condition and their possibilities. Her strategy 
includes broadcasting to the 12 States and Off-World Colonies of this future 
world her ‘Revelations’, which are a series of principles that are still followed 
in a primitive society that constitutes yet another segment of the film. These 
principles, for example, are about responsibility (‘the nature of our immortal 
lives is in the consequences of our words and deeds’), and knowledge and 
respect of the other (‘to know oneself is only possible through the eyes of 
the other’). But perhaps the most important revelation is one that is repeated 
throughout the film in words and action: ‘Our lives are not our own. From 
womb to tomb we are bound to others, past and present. And by each crime 
and every kindness we birth our future’.

Through this idea of interconnectedness and relationality, the utopian 
horizon of the film is retained, particularly each time the difference between the 
dominant group and the dominated one, which lies at the basis of all systems 
of oppression, is exposed. Each story, in fact, presents the individual struggles 
against different forms of colonial, corporate, neoliberal and globalised powers 
– struggles that succeed when an individual opens him- or herself, recognises an 
‘other’, and trusts that other. Hae-Joo Chang recognises Somni-451’s humanity, 
but Somni-451 also recognises his kindness and through him sees for the 
first time ‘what [she] was and what [she] could become’. The same look takes 
place between Adam Ewing (Jim Sturgess), the nineteenth-century notary at 
the centre of the first story, and Autua (David Gyasi), the slave who is being 
whipped – that look which recognises the essential humanity of the other. As a 
result of these moments of recognition, changes are enacted and small utopias 
– however frail and temporary – are created, and while the uprising against the 
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Unanimity regime fails in the present, it echoes into the future, as did Ewing’s 
decision to fight against the institution of slavery. 

After all, it is from small actions that the possibility of utopia is created. Or, 
as Ewing says, ‘what is an ocean but a multitude of drops?’

What becomes of endings on film? Elysium, Mad Max: Fury Road, Snowpiercer 

Troy Bordun

We yet understand the relation, on film, of 
individual and society. I might say that we have 
yet to understand the images of society we offer 

ourselves.

Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed

The endings of three contemporary dystopic films offer solutions to large-scale 
problems plaguing society today: healthcare accessibility in Elysium (Blomkamp 
US 2013), scarcity of resources in Mad Max: Fury Road (Miller Australia/US 
2015) and class and race in Snowpiercer (Bong South Korea/Czech Republic/
US/France 2013). All three endings, however, are naïve solutions to the depicted 
problems. Elysium and Mad Max suggest hopefulness in their characters’ 
victories over the oppressors; yet, all that is strived for are shifts in one 
political or economic plane. These films misunderstand the actual and more 
complex relationship amongst individuals, society and our desired futures. 
Conversely, Snowpiercer provides a better understanding of humanity’s plight. 
Its intentional naïveté highlights a difficult truth: it will take a catastrophic 
shift in thinking, and in living, to be truly hopeful about our future as a 
species, a species that continually renews and re-evaluates its struggle for 
ethical co-existence amongst its members. 

2154 A.D. A space station called Elysium hovers above planet Earth. 
The elite from Earth’s surface dwell there, closer to the heavens, under the 
leadership of a white, English-speaking, middle-aged and able-bodied woman; 
yet, this floating castle casts them at a greater distance from ‘earth and sky, 
divinities and mortals’ (Heidegger 177). Heidegger writes that technology 
shrinks distances but also creates divisions amongst each member of this 
fourfold, four qualities that are enfolded and intertwined within the concept 
of Being. When Earth’s elite flee from the ground and other mortals to 
become divinities in the sky, they lose ontological nearness, a commune with 
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the ‘worlding’ of the world. In the year 2154, kin to the faux-divinities on 
Elysium, the surface-dwellers too are equally distant from communing with 
Being. Their planet has become a wasteland of city, desert and overpopulation. 
An American everyman, Max Da Costa (Matt Damon), rises from the dust 
to reunite earth and sky peoples through universalising access to the godlike 
medical machines on Elysium. The tear-wrenching ending to the film has the 
Med Bays travel at rocket speed towards the surface to mend, stitch and cure 
every nearby citizen. 

It is precisely the scope of this apparent resolution that should give us pause: 
health care egalitarianism indefinitely prolongs the lives of the residents of 
overpopulated Earth – humankind will further burden this 4.5 billion-year-
old rock. Elysian technology brings citizens no closer to things themselves, to 
nature, to gods or to one another. Blomkamp’s solution to American privatised 
healthcare is to universalise access while nevertheless maintaining current 
rates of consumption, the discrepancies between rich and poor, and looming 
environmental catastrophe. 

The future, after the nuclear holocaust. In a desert world where the scarcity 
of water and gasoline rules the hearts and bodies of the few remaining 
enclaves of civilisation, the tyrannical leader of one enclave, Immortan Joe 
(Hugh Keays-Byrne), sends his commander on a routine gas-run. However, 
the middle-aged and Caucasian commander, Imperator Furiosa (Charlize 
Theron), defies Joe and aids in the escape of his prized possessions: five 
physically flawless young women comprising a gamut of ethnic represen-
tations. The angry führer mobilises an army of crazed minions and gives 
chase through the desert; they pursue Furiosa in armed vehicles constructed 
from the remnants of metal machines from an era long gone. Mad Max 
(Tom Hardy), held captive by Joe, is reluctantly strapped to the front of one 
of these speedy conduits of doom. Through his own cunning, Max frees 
himself and joins Furiosa’s entourage. Upon the discovery that their Eden is 
non-existent, the heroes rally and return to the only place that can sustain 
life: the Citadel of Joe. 

Once they have successfully fled their oppressors and brutally murdered Joe, 
Furiosa becomes the new leader of the Citadel and distributes the limited water 
supply equally amongst a mass of politically unmotivated, uneducated, weak 
and perhaps even quasi-human residents. Her rise to power is unquestioned as 
the future of the planet is still largely dependent upon quenching the mass’s 
thirst with a supply of H2O that may not last through the following month. 
The people celebrate their mutual confusion about the enclave’s economic 
and political system. If social being determines the consciousness of men, if 
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economic and political ideas and concepts erupt from the material conditions 
of life and labour (Marx 4, 154, 172–3), on this desert planet the material 
conditions have produced drug addiction, physical deformity, idleness and 
mental deterioration. If citizens cannot understand their political system, and 
are still aroused by the power of their celebrity leaders, there is little hope for a 
just and ethical society. 

2031 A.D. In 2014, an attempt to cure environmental destruction turned 
Earth into an uninhabitable world of ice and snow. In 2031, a solitary train 
speeds around the globe, piercing the snow and ice as well as consuming 
it for fuel. The train protects the remnants of human, animal and plant 
life; however, animals and plants exist for human sustenance alone. The 
Snowpiercer is also the last bastion of ideology: from back to front, occupants 
are designated a class. Yet the bourgeois forgot the lessons of past revolutions: 
when the living conditions reach an unbearable plateau, beggars will naturally 
revolt (More 47–8).

A multi-generational and multiracial group of strong-willed people rebel 
against their allotted position in the back. Many are killed by the forces of 
Snowpiercer’s leader and inventor, the grey-haired Caucasian Minister Wilford 
(Ed Harris). One young, able-bodied, English-speaking white man named 
Curtis Everett (Chris Evans) does reach the front to confront the locomotive’s 
king. But to Curtis’s shock and disbelief, Wilford has allowed the revolution 
to take place under his watchful eye so that once the lower class’s strongest 
individuals are quashed in the uprising, residents of the overpopulated ghetto 
can be more easily culled. Before Curtis successfully overthrows the despot, a 
middle-aged Korean father and his teenaged daughter explode one of the train’s 
impregnable doors to the outside world, an environment which, according 
to the father, has slowly become inhabitable again. However, the explosion 
causes an avalanche and destroys the Snowpiercer. Amongst the wreckage, the 
daughter and a younger black boy emerge to find a cold but liveable world free 
from white men, their technologies of oppression and the self-importance of 
humankind. A solitary polar bear momentarily glances at the last remaining 
male and female of an endangered species, then continues its trek across the 
snowy, mountainous landscape. 

The generic narrative device that calls for dystopic films’ bright-eyed 
optimism is embraced by Snowpiercer to hyperbolic proportions. The ending 
finds strength in a renunciation of the conservative ethos of manageable 
change and change without great disruption of convention. To fix the economy, 
the environment and our attitudes towards sex, gender and race we surely need 
a fresh start. Following Cavell in the epigraph above, if we find the endings 
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of Elysium and Mad Max hopeful, we have yet to fully acknowledge our 
conservativism; if, however, we find Snowpiercer’s ending inspiring, perhaps a 
revolutionary ethos is not far behind. 

Utopia, dystopia and Moon 

Catherine Constable

In Book One of Thomas More’s Utopia, Peter and Morus ask the traveller 
Raphael to talk of ‘the just and far-sighted arrangements … among those 
nations living together in civil order’ (26).1 While Morus notes that these 
stories contain instances of ‘faulty practices’, they also offer good examples 
‘which our own cities, nations, peoples and kingdoms might draw on to correct 
their errors’ (27). Morus and Peter suggest that the stories would translate into 
political action if Raphael were to take up the position of adviser to a prince. 
However, Raphael argues that princely advisers cannot effect change within 
an utterly corrupt administration. The disagreement over the possibility of 
instigating political change affects the purpose of Raphael’s stories. While his 
argument casts them as pure counterexamples that instantiate the ideal but 
cannot be put into practice, the story of Utopia – where ‘all things are held in 
common’ (50) and gold is the stuff of chamber pots (76) – is a blistering critique 
of private property and monetary economics.

Moon (Jones UK 2009) begins with an advertisement for Lunar Industries, 
depicting a Third World impoverished by the excessive energy consumption 
of the First. In contrast, Lunar Industries have harnessed a safe, clean, 
non-exploitative form of energy: ‘The energy of the sun. Trapped in rock. 
Harvested by machine. On the other side of the Moon’. The series of close-ups 
of young faces from diverse races consolidates the sense of the new energy, 
Helium-3, as beneficial to the future of all humanity. The new technologies 
facilitating such harvesting are not explained but are, by implication, also a 
blessing. However, any reader/viewer of sf will be aware of the ambivalent 
potential of technology, nicely exemplified by the story of the compass that 
opens Book One of Utopia. Having given foreign sailors their first instruction 
in the use of the compass, Raphael is dismayed to see that their reliance on it 
makes them overconfident and reckless: ‘There is a real risk that through their 
lack of forethought this instrument, which seemed to hold out such promise for 
the future, may prove the cause of many evils’ (26).

1. I follow the convention of distinguishing between More, the author, and Morus, the character. 
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While the content of Lunar Industries’ advert attests to the beneficial nature 
of their enterprise, its form situates the harvesting of the sun’s energy within 
global (even galactic) corporate culture, a futuristic form of More’s ‘conspiracy 
of the rich’ (120). The advert is an example of classical Marxism’s model of 
ideology, its ostensible humanism covering over the truth of the exploitation of 
the workforce. The most striking initial feature of the workforce is the complete 
absence of community. Sam Bell’s (Sam Rockwell) only responsive company 
is a computer, Gerty, mellifluously voiced by Kevin Spacey, who gives a patina 
of human warmth and emotion to its questions and expressions of concern. 
The messages from Sam’s wife, Tess (Dominique McElligott), come via a 
Jupiter link and take the form of recordings. Sam’s isolation is an extension 
of traditional analyses of alienation within labour, where each operator on an 
industrial assembly line is isolated within their individual machinic function. 
In Moon, the lone human figure is initially seen to exhibit psychological signs 
of over-extended isolation: sound bridges between scenes suggest he is talking 
to himself and he suffers visual hallucinations that cause him to have accidents, 
burning his hand and crashing into the harvester. 

The film’s presentation of mental breakdown, coupled with the vivid dream 
sequence and awakening, invites questions concerning the reliability of Sam’s 
narration. Nicely misdirected to disentangle what is happening, the viewer 
does not question to whom it is happening. The crash is followed by a scene 
in which Sam ostensibly reawakens in the infirmary. However, the second 
awakening does not mark the return of Sam (senior) but rather the activation 
of the next clone in the series, Sam (junior), their discrepant ages forming a key 
means of differentiation once the latter rescues the former from the crashed 
harvester. Within this context, the advert’s line – ‘Harvested by machine’ – 
chillingly delineates Lunar Industries’ designation of its cloned labour force as 
non-human. The series of identical Sam Bells share features of the replicants in 
Blade Runner (Scott US/HK/UK 1982): both have limited life spans (three and 
four years respectively), and memories of the past are provided by implants. In 
the final stages of their short lives, the clones, following J.F. Sebastian (William 
Sanderson), suffer ‘accelerated decrepitude’. The abrupt aging endured by Sam 
(senior), regurgitating blood and losing his teeth, conjoins with his previous 
symptoms of psychological disintegration to offer a terrible vision of a human 
sensibility facing machinic obsolescence. 

His suffering is enhanced by memory implants and the replaying of recorded 
messages from the original Sam Bell’s wife and daughter, which have led 
him to believe that he would return to a home on Earth on completion of his 
three-year contract. With Gerty’s cooperation, he discovers that the white 



81Utopia anniversary symposium

‘cryogenic protection pod’ supposed to transport him home is a coffin with 
built-in crematorium, in which his predecessors have been incinerated. The 
company executive’s recorded speech of thanks assures the dying clones 
that their families are proud of their accomplishments, continuing: ‘Lunar 
Industries remains the number one provider of clean energy world-wide due 
to the hard work of people like you’. The utterly cynical evocation of family 
coupled with the ironic reference to the likeness characterising the clone 
workforce powerfully demonstrates the company’s practices of manipulation 
and exploitation. Like the workers consumed by Moloch in Metropolis (Lang 
Germany 1927), the clones are sacrificed to corporate economics. However, 
mass sacrifice is replaced by the recording of a series of deaths, ironically 
marking the demise of each clone even as their individuality is revealed to be 
illusory. 

The dystopian vision of corporate culture offered by Moon clearly functions 
as critique. The film uses the figure of the clone to explore the psychological 
dimensions of extreme forms of alienation and mental manipulation. At 
the same time, contrary to Raphael, Moon also addresses the possibility of 
changing an entirely corrupt system. The serial repetition of each clone’s 
pre-programmed cycle from birth to death is disrupted by the overlap between 
Sam (senior) and Sam (junior). Their being together destroys the condition 
of total isolation that ensures the enslavement of the workforce. Sam (junior) 
escapes his fate, leaving the Moon in a capsule containing Helium-3, which 
blazes like a shooting star as it enters the Earth’s atmosphere. The film ends as 
he begins to tell his story, gaining a variety of responses from the mass media. 
Thus within Moon, the possibility of utopia lies in communication: between 
the workers themselves, through globalised media networks and across the 
solar system. 

Utopia as horizon

L. Timmel Duchamp

In the 500 years since Thomas More, perhaps channelling Christine de Pisan’s 
The City of Ladies (1405) and certainly revisioning Plato’s Republic (c. 380 BC), 
gave us Utopia, the concept has developed in ways More could never have 
dreamed of, even in his wildest nightmares. ‘Utopia’, literally ‘no place’, has 
come to signify, variously, an Edenic paradise, a blueprint with rigid rules for 
achieving optimal social and political outcomes, and a community striving to 
live in accord with shared social values. The influence of his concept has gone 
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beyond that of total social visions. Thinkers like Ernst Bloch and Angelika 
Bammer have theorised the importance of the idea of ‘utopia’ and a ‘utopian’ 
horizon for creating hope that will fuel progressive political change. Such 
theorisations have, in turn, enabled us to see utopian elements and moments, 
and sometimes utopian dimensions in otherwise mimetic works of realism. 
The eruptions of such elements, moments or dimensions, in otherwise grittily 
realistic fictional media, whether film, television or literature, are not mere 
lapses into wishful thinking, but rather serve to expand the reader or viewer’s 
horizon of possibilities in ways that depiction of a completely fantastic or 
science-fictional (utopian or no-place reality) could not. 

I first noticed the use of utopian elements in visual media in Marleen 
Gorris’s Antonia’s Line (Antonia; Netherlands/Belgium/UK/France 1995), 
which she characterised as a ‘feminist fairy tale’. (Sam Strangeways in his Royal 
Gazette review calls it ‘a feminist family epic with touches of magic realism’.) 
The narrative unfolds in a small oppressive-to-women village in which the 
central characters, Antonia (Willeke van Ammelrooy), her daughter Danielle 
(Els Dottermans) and granddaughter Thérèse (Veerle van Overloop) live. The 
crucial utopian element, which at first appears subtle and then increasingly 
radical, is that these three characters have not internalised the damaging, 
sometimes violent sexism that saturates the social reality of their village, 
and they enjoy, among themselves, uncritical, unproblematised relations; 
indeed, their shared notions of what it means to thrive has made their home 
an expansive, joyful space for other women, a space where female desire is 
neither pathologised nor invisible. A second, less important utopian element 
is the existence, in that village, of a few men willing to accept them as they 
are, without struggling to subordinate them to male authority and power. 
The touches of ‘magic realism’ are not the source of the utopian elements, but 
simply enhance their effects. The difference these two utopian elements make 
becomes clearest when Thérèse is raped. Rape here is reality at its grittiest, 
but the context generated by the two utopian elements changes its meaning 
and consequences. The utopian elements are neither negated nor weakened by 
the cold slap of reality; rather, they challenge received interpretations of what 
social reality is and how it works.

The first season of the Netflix series Sense8 (US 2015–) offers an example 
of a utopian dimension erupting through the intersections of eight cold, 
brutal realities. Created and written by the Wachowski siblings and J. Michael 
Straczynski, the show features eight main characters set in eight locations in 
North America, Europe, Asia and Africa, living very different lives, each at a 
time of personal crisis. These characters carry an unusual gene that links them 
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mentally and emotionally together in a single ‘affinity group’. (An ‘affinity 
group’, in progressive direct-action circles, is a group of people pledged to 
keep track of and support one another pre- and post-arrest: which I assume 
the shows’ writers know.) In the first episode, the link manifests itself in an 
image they share of a woman’s violent death. As more of their individual lives 
are shown, the link first manifests itself in pairs, such that one person finds 
him- or herself in the other person’s world – invisible to that world but able 
to perceive it fully and interact physically with the other person. Soon, the 
skills of one (often the ability to fight) are tapped to get the other out of a tight 
spot. The linked individuals exchange moral and eventually strategic support, 
aiding in each person’s survival. (And yes, there are ‘bad guys’ gunning for 
all of them.) The utopian dimension opens most fully in an episode that 
culminates in joyous, orgasmic sex, a scene striking for its exemplification of 
polymorphous sexuality, achieved by the diversity of its characters – straight, 
gay, trans, Latino, Asian, African, Anglo, Northern European, and again as 
a character relives the experience of giving birth. A quick internet browse 
revealed that these two eruptions seem ‘wrong’ to many (though not all) 
viewers – despite their willingness to accept less ‘realistic’ manifestations of the 
link. What for me weakens the possibilities of generating a sense of hope from 
the story’s utopian horizon is the superficiality of its depictions of social reality. 
The series’ depictions of diversity pretty much gloss over the deep differences 
inflecting the characters’ lives and offer up more of a We-Are-the-World image 
of diversity. The series’ utopian horizon would, I suspect, have commanded 
greater conviction had its depiction of reality not been so outright stereotypical 
or idealised. 

I am always puzzled by the presumption that a failure to produce new 
utopias signifies a failure of the socially progressive imagination. In these 
postmodern times, narrative strategies for embedding utopian elements in 
mimetic depictions of reality may be far more attractive and effective than 
straightforward inventions of ‘utopia’. I suspect we have much to learn about 
how to combine narrative ‘realism’ with utopian elements, and the fruitfulness 
of exploring the tensions that result. Perhaps paradoxically, as the instance 
of Sense8 shows, getting the ‘realism’ right may be harder than finding the 
utopian elements capable of transforming our way of perceiving what is 
possible in a world constantly telling us that nothing is possible but what 
already exists.
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Utopianism and Bong Joon-Ho’s Snowpiercer

Carl Freedman

In 1961, Erich Fromm, the psychoanalyst and (marginal) adherent of Frankfurt 
School Marxism, contributed an afterword to the Signet Classic edition of 
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four (1949). Fromm begins by considering 
the great tradition of positive utopian fiction, as established by Thomas More’s 
Utopia (1516), and continued through such subsequent Renaissance texts as 
Johannes Valentinus Andreae’s Christianopolis (1619) and Tomasso Campan-
ella’s City of the Sun (1623), all the way up to the late nineteenth century, with 
Edward Bellamy’s hugely popular Looking Backward (1888) – and Fromm 
surely ought to have also included William Morris’s masterpiece, News from 
Nowhere (1890), which was self-consciously composed to provide a revolu-
tionary Marxist alternative to Bellamy’s reformist and highly mechanised 
version of socialism. Fromm maintains that this tradition, for all its vigour 
and historical depth, runs aground shortly after the First World War, when 
Renaissance and post-Renaissance hopefulness is replaced by modern fear 
in the new tradition of the negative utopia: as instanced not only by Orwell’s 
novel but also by its most prominent precursors, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1927) 
and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932). 

More than half a century later, Fromm’s generalisation – that the positive 
utopia has been overwhelmed and superseded by the negative sort – still 
pretty much holds good. There have certainly been exceptions, most notably 
what Tom Moylan designated the ‘critical utopias’ produced by the radical 
energies of the American 1960s and early 1970s: Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispos-
sessed (1974), Joanna Russ’s The Female Man (1975), Marge Piercy’s Woman on 
the Edge of Time (1976) and Samuel Delany’s Trouble on Triton (1976), among 
others. But, for the most part, those who construct images of alternative and 
future societies are far more likely nowadays to depict horror than happiness; 
and this tendency is perhaps even more pronounced in cinematic than in 
literary texts. For this reason, it is worthwhile to pay especially close attention 
to such remnants as still survive of the positive, hopeful imagining of ‘no place’ 
that More initiated half a millennium ago.

Such hopeful elements are visible in a particularly interesting recent film 
whose utopianism, however, might well be considered predominantly negative: 
Snowpiercer (South Korea/Czech Republic/US/France 2013), the first (mainly) 
Anglophone film by the South Korean director Bong Joon-ho. The basic 
framing situation of the movie should seem familiar enough to any connoisseur 
of science-fictional representations of planetary disaster. The donnée is that, 
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prior to the time present of the film, the threat that global warming posed 
to humanity became so obvious that the world’s governments – finally – got 
together to take decisive action against it. A certain chemical (perhaps inspired 
by ice-nine in Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle (1963)) was injected into the 
planet’s upper atmosphere with the intention of cooling things off. The scheme 
worked much too well. Not only was global warming reversed, but the Earth 
was plunged into a planet-wide ice age; a sub-freezing climate took hold all over 
the world’s surface, where human life was thus rendered impossible. 

And that would have been that for homo sapiens, had it not been for the 
prescience of a single eccentric multi-billionaire – one Wilford (Ed Harris) 
– who was always sceptical of the global-cooling scheme. He arranged for a 
remnant of humanity to be preserved aboard a moving train – the Snowpiercer 
of the title – that ceaselessly circles the frozen Earth. As the action of the 
film begins, Snowpiercer has been in service for 17 years, and an apparently 
more-or-less stable human society has developed in its constantly moving 
cars. It is a society violently divided by class. Most of the passengers are 
packed tightly into the rear of the train, living in overcrowded, filthy cars with 
nothing to eat but disgusting, mass-produced blocks of protein. A bit closer 
to the front, in slightly more tolerable conditions, are certain kinds of skilled 
technical personnel. Closer still are the real elite: the first-class passengers who 
inhabit a lifeworld of steaks and sushi, of tailor-made suits and fine dining, 
of steam saunas and discos. Finally, at the front of the train, right behind the 
all-important engine, is Wilford’s own private compartment. This hierarchical 
order is maintained by Wilford’s thuggish paramilitary force, which governs 
by torture, murder and other forms of physical terror.

Thus far I have described a fairly typical negative utopia, with the chief 
emphasis on the savage violence of socio-economic class so crucial for Orwell 
himself. Yet hope is kept alive – as Fromm’s Frankfurt School colleague Ernst 
Bloch would insist it always must be – by indications that Wilford’s totalitar-
ianism is not as stable as it initially seems to be. Two alternatives are suggested. 
In the main action of the film, the charismatic Curtis (Chris Evans) leads a 
classic proletarian revolution of the rear-car dwellers with the intention of 
capturing the engine. Inspired by his mentor Gilliam (John Hurt) – essentially 
Marx to Curtis’s Lenin – Curtis insists that an inability to capture the engine 
was the central failing of all previous revolutions (in this context the engine may 
be taken as a metaphor for the generalised production of exchange-value). Yet 
this Marxist (or quasi-Marxist) project is challenged by the more anarchistic 
rebellion of the technical worker Nam (Kang-ho Song) and his protégé Yona 
(Ah-sung Ko). Nam (named after the East Asian country that defeated France 
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and the US in warfare) believes liberation to lie not in capturing the train but 
in blowing it up: which he actually manages to do. He has been studying the 
frozen landscape from the train’s windows for years, and is convinced that the 
Earth is now warm enough for human life (after the manner of the Inuit) to 
take hold on its surface again.

There are no guarantees that either Curtis’s Marxism or Nam’s anarchism 
are adequate. In a conversation with Willard (which recalls O’Brien’s extended 
colloquy with Winston Smith in the final section of Nineteen Eighty-four), 
Snowpiercer’s boss tells Curtis (though perhaps falsely) that Gilliam has actually 
been working in collusion with him. Maybe even revolutionary Marxism itself 
can be contained within some sort of Marcusean ‘repressive tolerance’. As for 
Nam’s explosive propagande par le fait, it is unclear whether it will really lead 
to life and liberation, or amount only to the sort of pointless destruction for 
which the Marxist tradition has traditionally criticised anarchist violence. 
As with every other serious positive utopia from More onwards, the positive 
utopianism of Bong’s film offers (in Le Guin’s now canonical phrase) a very 
ambiguous utopia indeed. Nonetheless, Snowpiercer works through Gilliam, 
Curtis, Nam and others to remind us that, even in the most unpromising 
circumstances – from the bloody Tudor absolutism of 1516 to the far bloodier 
global regime of inequality in 2013 that is condensed and satirised in Willard’s 
train – the impulse to imagine different, better alternatives must never die.

Looking at the ends of the Earth: utopian fantasies on ice

Lisa Garforth

I want to propose a couple of images from the BBC nature documentary series 
Frozen Planet (UK/US/Spain/Germany/Greece/Canada 2011–12) as indicative 
of a kind of green utopianism for the early twenty-first century, 500 years after 
More’s text named or founded a genre. Perhaps it is most appropriate to think 
of this as a green utopianism for the Anthropocene, if that name invokes not 
only a geological era in which human activities have become the dominant 
influence on environmental and climate change, but also a cultural era in 
which we constantly reflect upon this state of affairs. The images might help in 
thinking through the uncertainties and contradictions of a world after nature. 
They seem simultaneously to invoke the purest wilderness and the wildest 
human fantasy. They indicate something of the highest value but at the utmost 
peril; they signify nostalgia for a past that perhaps never was, and the collapse 
of the future into the present. 
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So consider a scene, and a figure. The scene is a frozen landscape, gentle 
inclines with a few small peaks in the middle distance. There is soft light in 
the background and deep shadow to the fore. A pale blue sky whitens where it 
meets ice that turns blue in the shadows. We might imagine in the right side 
of the frame a narrow band of red metal; the wing of the aeroplane enabling 
the capture of this image on a flight across the Antarctic. The figure is a brine 
icicle. It moves, but it is not a mammal nor even, conventionally, a living thing. 
Time-lapse underwater photography captures it growing down from the polar 
ice shelf into the ocean, freezing everything in its path. It is formed when 
currents and channels of very cold, very salty water from the shelf meet the 
less cold, less salty waters beneath. It seems vital, almost agential (see Bennett). 

Frozen Planet’s images of icy wonderlands and sequences of strange, lively 
nonhumans are simultaneously material and mediated (see Cubitt). They are 
vividly present, but set against a narrative of decline and loss. The viewer 
consumes the wonder of the polar sublime – ice on an epic scale; life relentless 
even in the most inhospitable climate. But David Attenborough tells us about 
the end of nature and the potentially catastrophic consequences of climate 
change. In the early twenty-first century, we read our nature spectacles in the 
knowledge that greenhouse gas emissions already unleashed are irrevocably 
changing the whole planet (see McKibben). At best, this nature on screen is the 
last appearance of an object passing away in mourning and regret (see Buell). 
At worst, this nature on screen is a mystification, an aesthetic refuge from the 
knowledge of the loss of the real thing.

Mediated, unnatural nature images can certainly console and reify; they can 
be conservative and nostalgic. Natures in wildlife documentaries are tightly 
constructed; landscapes are ideological. Post-natural and new materialist 
theorists urge us to get rid of the nature-object, this absurd modernist category, 
this fantasy of fact versus value, objective versus subjective that conceals 
irreducible hybridity and distributed agency (see Latour; Morton). But contem-
porary cultures keep returning to it, circulating images of beautiful landscapes 
and rampant life at the moment of its supposed loss. Millions of us watch the 
frozen planet. We squint at what is at stake in environmental crisis. We want to 
look at what is being lost. We are at least a little unsettled, perhaps even a little 
charged with desire for something different. 

And where better to think about the end of nature than at the poles, the 
ends of the Earth? Antarctica especially has been a liminal space, at the edge 
of human exploration and habitation, economic exploitation and commod-
ification, and aesthetic representation (see Pyne). But now the poles are 
moving into the scientific and cultural centre of the Anthropocene. Ice cores 
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show the history of climate; ice sheets respond to changing temperatures. 
Inhospitable to life, the poles have been rich spaces for fantasy, speculation 
and otherness in literature and film (see Pyne; Krapp; Leane ‘Antarctica’, ‘The 
Land’, ‘Romancing’; Spufford), played for dread and terror but also hope and 
transformation. At the poles, fiction explores the limits of human endurance 
and encounters with the nonhuman and the inhuman. As Fredric Jameson 
(‘World’) argues, cold environments enact a kind of world-reduction. They 
foreground questions of survival and license the reimagination of relationships 
between self and environment that are not possible in richer landscapes. They 
may be apt spaces for the speculative exploration of well-being, ethics and the 
collective good in a posthuman era. 

As the ice melts, so do formal utopian visions of a green future of care, conser-
vation and caution. As environmental crisis becomes ordinary and catastrophe 
narratives proliferate to the point of banality, it is hard to imagine a happier and 
more principled life in a post-carbon world. An earlier wave of environmen-
talist concern produced fully blown visions of a better green society, imagined 
new steady-state economies, ecocentric cultures, low-impact local lifestyles. 
Ursula Le Guin, Marge Piercy and Kim Stanley Robinson wrote ecotopian 
novels in the tradition of More. They were more critical and formally reflexive, 
perhaps (see Moylan), but they were, like Utopia, fictions that described a good 
place that was no place. Those descriptive utopias now seem thin on the ground. 

We are a long way from More, but beautiful nature spectacles on television 
might be read as utopian gestures. Life and beauty, the growth of a brinicle, 
embody a kind of hope. The strange assemblages that allow us to sit on the sofa 
at the same time as we swoop over the Antarctic offer unsettling encounters 
with the nonhuman. Registering the loss of a much-loved (idea of) nature in 
popular culture holds open the possibility of something better.

Utopian Afrofuturism in The Wiz

Dan Hassler-Forest

Of all the fantastic storyworlds in American cultural history, few resonate as 
strongly with the utopian imaginary as L. Frank Baum’s imaginary land of 
Oz, which remains most widely known through its enduringly popular film 
adaptation in The Wizard of Oz (Fleming US 1939). The innocent Dorothy’s 
magical trip to ‘somewhere over the rainbow’ imagined a land of plenty, with 
the Depression-era film version transforming Baum’s socialist utopia into a 
consumerist paradise. In a sense, the film offered a double utopia, first in the 
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contrast between the sepia Dust Bowl of rural Kansas and the Technicolor 
wonderland of Oz, and second in the film’s urban imaginary, where the 
Emerald City at the end of the Yellow Brick Road offers the riches and comforts 
associated with capitalist power and privilege.

A good deal less beloved is the all-black R&B musical The Wiz (Lumet US 
1978). A notorious critical and commercial flop upon its release, the extravagant 
Motown production is often cited as the one film that abruptly ended the 
blaxploitation cycle that had brought increased visibility to people of colour 
in Hollywood cinema. But more recently, the film’s reputation has been on the 
mend, and not only because it remains the only feature film in which Michael 
Jackson, playing the Scarecrow, appears in a starring role. By re-casting the 
all-white screen classic with black actors, The Wiz provocatively foregrounds 
some of the key contradictions of racial, national and urban identity in 
the American utopian imaginary. And by drawing upon the emergent sf 
vocabulary of Afrofuturism, the oft-maligned cult classic draws our attention 
both to the city as a dystopian space of exclusion and oppression, and to its 
potential for moving towards a genuinely utopian future. 

Crucial to this adaptation’s transformation of its source material is the 
newer film’s thoroughly urban setting. While both Baum’s books and the 1939 
film hinged upon yellow-brick odysseys towards an archetype of the modern 
city, The Wiz stages a journey that moves across the urban landscape rather 
than towards it. As played by Diana Ross, Dorothy in The Wiz is a resident of 
Harlem who has never ventured south of 125th Street, and whose journey to the 
Magical Land of Downtown Manhattan therefore becomes an exploration of 
an urban landscape that – while geographically close – had been experienced 
as completely inaccessible. More specifically, her trajectory leads her from the 
teenage Munchkins’ graffiti playgrounds and the Scarecrow’s ghetto wasteland 
via Coney Island to iconic Manhattan sites of power and capital, like the Public 
Library and the World Trade Center. Unsurprisingly, this landscape proves to 
be unremittingly hostile to Dorothy’s intrusion: subway stations come alive 
and attempt to devour her, drug-infused striptease clubs tempt her inside, 
and the film’s best running gag illustrates pithily how impossible it is for a 
black person to hail a cab in New York City. Little wonder then that unlike the 
reliably chipper Judy Garland, Ross’s more adult Dorothy is in a constant state 
of panic and despair. 

While many critics have leapt upon Ross’s intense performance for draining 
a musical like this of its sense of ‘fun’, her character’s suffering and alienation 
are in fact central to her character’s transformation and its resonance with black 
history. In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy’s ambition to flee her restrictive rural 
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environment is fulfilled, as her imaginary journey teaches her that a larger 
world of privilege and wealth will always remain accessible to her. In The Wiz, 
Dorothy’s initial malaise stems from her inability to participate in the black 
community life that seems to come naturally to the rest of her family. Only 
by confronting an urban world that is a dystopian nightmare to non-whites 
is she able to construct a meaningful sense of community in the midst of an 
oppressive, violent and exploitative social environment. And since the film’s cast 
excludes white bodies entirely, institutional racism is cannily displaced onto the 
organisation of urban space itself. By imagining downtown Manhattan as a 
militarised gated community, The Wiz therefore remains all too relevant in the 
context of Ferguson, ‘I Can’t Breathe’ and the Black Lives Matter movement.

The world of Oz in this particular incarnation indeed remains emphatically 
and impressively contemporary, its ostentatious chrome, glitter and neon 
resonating with the emergent aesthetics of Afrofuturism: the Flying Monkeys’ 
appearance as ape-motorcycle hybrids is the most obvious visual signifier of 
this hypermodern sensibility. Like the influential 1970s work of Sun Ra, George 
Clinton, and Earth, Wind & Fire, The Wiz hereby appropriates sf tropes from 
the vocabulary of white, Eurocentric culture, transforming them into a form of 
sonic fiction that opens up a viable future outside of hegemonic whiteness. Like 
so many other Afrofuturist works, The Wiz therefore offers a way to interrogate 
and transform utopian ideas that – like Thomas More’s original vision – are 
exclusive and oppressive.

And as with the aforementioned Afrofuturist musicians, the utopian 
imaginary opened up by The Wiz is indeed largely sonic. The most striking 
tension within The Wiz is that between the upbeat ‘ease on down the road’ 
optimism of most musical tracks, and the unrelenting anxiety and fear that 
dominate the narrative segments surrounding them. It is precisely this schizo-
phrenic and bewildering co-presence of utopian and dystopian imaginations 
that solidifies the film’s Afrofuturist potential: when the monstrous bodies 
of enslaved sweatshop-workers shed their outer skin of self-loathing during 
the climactic ‘A Brand New Day (Everybody Rejoice)’, a transformation is 
accomplished that can only be described as gloriously and unabashedly 
utopian – not in the sense that a perfect world has been achieved, but in the 
film’s articulation of a future that can only be realised through acknowledging 
and negotiating the traumas of slavery and institutional racism. Like the film 
itself, the utopian vision The Wiz has to offer is neither perfect nor free of 
internal contradictions – but its structural ambivalence is productive and often 
electrifying, and its enduring legacy injects some real colour into a place over 
the rainbow that had previously remained exclusively white.
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Stalemate utopia

Veronica Hollinger

Not being particularly familiar with film and television studies, I looked 
up ‘utopia’ on IMDb. What I found suggests, not surprisingly, that this is a 
moment in which the term ‘utopia’ has become deeply ironic, in the context 
of political and financial dirty-dealing, climate change, never-ending military 
action, interminable conflict in the Middle East and elsewhere, multicorp 
superpowers, and vastly increased inequities in wealth and security.

Here are some of my search results:
Utopia (2015) film: ‘Three interwoven stories of loneliness and isolation that centre around 
Janan, a woman from Afghanistan who travels to the UK for artificial insemination’.

Utopia (2013) film: ‘One day your darkest fears come to life. But how can you escape 
your own mind? The concept of UTOPIA is inspired by Bjørn Alexander Brem’s life and 
nightmares ...’.

Utopia (2013) film: ‘Exploring offenses practiced by popular media, big business, police 
forces and Governments helping the Australian 225-year campaign of genocide continue 
against Aboriginal Australians’.

Utopia (2013–) television series: ‘After a group of people, who meet online, discover a 
bizarre graphic novel which seems to hold mysterious answers, they find themselves being 
tracked down by a merciless organization known merely as “The Network”’.

Utopia (in development/2014) television series: ‘Set inside the offices of the “Nation 
Building Authority”, a newly created government organization responsible for overseeing 
major infrastructure projects, Utopia explores that moment when bureaucracy and grand 
dreams collide. It’s a tribute to those political leaders who have somehow managed to take 
a long-term vision and use it for short-term gain’.

This seems to be as good as it gets, at least for now. No wonder dystopian 
visions proliferate in current film and television, from The Hunger Games 
(Ross US 2012) to Snow Piercer (Bong South Korea/Czech Republic/UK/France 
2013) to The Walking Dead (US 2010–). Promises of utopia turn into threats 
of obfuscation and betrayal. We are all going to hell in a handbasket. There is 
nothing to be done except to enjoy the good life while we can because, after all, 
it is still we who are living the good life. 

In The Concept of Utopia, Ruth Levitas writes that ‘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’ (8). This is also a 
moment in which the term ‘utopia’ takes on a new and pressing resonance, 
given the fierce desire of so many people to participate in the wealth, comfort, 
security and technology of the Western nations, and to escape ‘the set of 
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conditions’ – violence, economic collapse, climate change – that are the other 
side of Western wealth and privilege. There are millions of people for whom the 
West represents the promise of a better life, the promise of utopia. 

This state of affairs is especially poignant given the current refugee crisis 
in the EU, constituted for the most part by people fleeing the war zones of 
Syria and the economic desolation in parts of Africa. Theirs are the ‘bare lives’ 
described by Giorgio Agamben in Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare 
Life (1995). This is, of course, a very long-standing crisis. And, under present 
conditions – under the stresses of capitalism/globalisation – it is an insoluable 
crisis. 

The impasse of the current crisis was presciently imagined a quarter of a 
century ago in the BBC film The March (UK 1990),2 released in the same 
year that Levitas published The Concept of Utopia. It follows thousands of 
African climate-change refugees as they make the long walk to Europe, that 
land of utopian promise, as the whole world watches through the lenses of the 
news media. ‘We are poor because you are rich .... The poor people of Africa 
want more .... Crazy is sitting here until we die’. When they cross the Strait of 
Gibraltar, they are met by armed soldiers and military helicopters, and the film 
ends as refugees and soldiers face each other on opposite sides of the invisible 
wall that separates ‘them’ from ‘us’.

It becomes clear in the film, as an imaginative foreshadowing of today’s 
ongoing crisis, that there can be no outside to utopia. It must include everyone. 
‘We’ live in utopia; ‘they’ are fleeing dystopian realities. ‘They’ want to enter 
utopia; ‘we’ do not have enough room or resources for them. The final words of 
The March are the thoughts of Clare (Juliet Stevenson), a UN delegate and the 
film’s point of view character: ‘Did you really think it would work? ... We’re just 
not ready for you yet. One day ... maybe later. Maybe one day ... Or what sort 
of world are we making?’

Stalemate utopia.

2. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BW83sHDCpc.
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Sense8 and utopian connectivity

Alexis Lothian

People can communicate mind to mind. There 
is no race. There are no genders. There is no age. 

There are no infirmities. There are only minds. 
Utopia? No … The internet. Where minds, doors, 

and lives open up. 

MCI commercial ‘Anthem’, 19973

Utopian discourse was a marketing strategy for digital media in the 1990s, as 
the online world began its shift from niche fascination and speculative plot 
device to popular necessity. The realities of online harassment, government 
surveillance and pervasive advertising turned the fulfilment of early promises 
into realities that are dystopian for most. Yet a dream of mind-to-mind 
communication lives on in the Wachowskis’ and J. Michael Straczynski’s 
innovative 2015 Netflix Original series, Sense8. Where 1990s digital utopias 
posited an internet of textual connections in which inequality would be 
overcome by the capacity for individuals to recognise one another as the same 
under the skin, the Wachowskis update the fantasy for the twenty-first century 
internet of visual cultures and haptic interfaces, linking bodies without the 
benefit of visible technology and asserting that one mind can operate another’s 
body just as well as his or her own.

The premise of Sense8 is an evolutionary emergence of ‘sensates’, people who 
have the inherent ability to commune with others of their ‘cluster’ – a group 
of eight people born at the exact same moment, anywhere in the world – once 
they have been activated. Mind to mind communication is random at first, 
but as the group’s connection deepens, they learn to share not just thoughts 
and feelings but skills and experiences, stepping into one another’s bodies 
and worlds. Members of the cluster on which the show centres are based in 
Chicago, San Francisco, Mumbai, London, Reykjavik, Nairobi, Berlin and 
Seoul. Race, gender and class are visible in the diversity of a show that features 
multiple non-US, non-Western characters and settings and what may be the 
first mainstream representation of a transgender woman played by a trans 
actor in a storyline that does not revolve around her gender identity. The 
intensity of sensate communication means that each member of the cluster has 

3. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ioVMoeCbrig.
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no choice but to recognise every other member as an equal with whom they 
can empathise fully. Rather than a world with ‘no race … no genders … no 
age’, the utopia of sensate connection seems to offer an alternative vision for 
globalisation, one in which the dehumanisation and exploitation by the rich 
world of the poor could be replaced by an empathetic diversity in which the full 
subjectivity of every person would incontrovertibly recognised. 

Yet the failures of digital-utopian discourse are also the failures of Sense8. 
Lisa Nakamura, Wendy Hui Kyong Chun and others have shown the dangers of 
the idea that one could transcend inequality by transcending one’s body. While 
digital media has made new forms of communication and self-representation 
possible, it has also perpetuated practices of exploitation both old and new, 
and these have been obscured by the narratives of futurity and freedom that 
have gone along with each new media development. So it is with Sense8, whose 
seemingly liberatory globalised vision fails to confront the contradictions of 
racism, sexism and class exploitation that shape the sensates’ lives. As Claire 
Light points out, it is telling that the sensates’ capacity to communicate across 
linguistic barriers is rendered by having them speak in English: the cluster 
represents global diversity only from an American perspective. Only one 
character in the cluster, the Kenyan Capheus (Aml Ameen), lacks economic 
privilege, and his role seems primarily to be as a reminder to the other 
characters of the ease of their lives (see Ading). Sitting next to a preoccupied 
clustermate as she flies from London to Reykjavik, he does not compare the 
problems of his own complex life with hers, but instead points out the wonder 
of the clouds in the sky. 

Capheus’s perspective highlights both the limitations and the possibilities 
of Sense8’s utopian connectivity. José Muñoz writes that the ‘here and now is 
a prison house’: in his queer analysis, utopia is whatever enables us to ‘think 
and feel a then and there’, to know in our bodies that ‘this world is not enough’ 
(1). To suggest that utopia exists in a here and now, as the fantasy of mind-to-
mind connection does, keeps the prison house walls intact by trying to make 
us believe they are transparent. Capheus knows they are not. At one point, 
Kala (Tina Desai), the Indian sensate, enters Capheus’s shack and joins him 
in watching an action movie featuring Jean-Claude Van Damme, the actor 
whom Capheus has taken as his personal and business icon. Kala looks from 
the large television to the rest of the home and wonders why someone with so 
little would devote so much of their limited budget to media technology rather 
than purchasing, say, a better bed. Capheus’s answer points to Muñoz’s version 
of utopia: ‘A bed keeps you in the slum, but the TV takes you out’. His travels 
into the worlds of his clustermates are, like his television viewing, a necessary 
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pleasure, but he knows they are not enough to alter a physical reality. His mind 
may be opened but his doors cannot be. 

Yet the possibility of an elsewhere is in itself transformative. The most 
celebrated scene is one in which two straight men, a transgender lesbian and 
a gay man have sex together, their bodies sweating and gasping in bathtubs, 
beds and gyms. Taken up as a triumph of LGBT representation (see Lambe), 
the scene calls attention to a queer promiscuity underlying Sense8’s premise 
and connecting its vision of connectivity with Muñoz’s call for a queer utopian 
impulse that would dream and enact ‘new and better pleasures’ (1). The scene 
leaves out the black and Asian characters (we catch a glimpse of Capheus’s 
arousal, but his body does not take part), highlighting the racial limitations of 
dominant queer representation as well as of the white liberal fantasy that we are 
all the same under the skin. Nevertheless, the affective, visceral power of this 
sexual connectivity insists that Sense8’s fantasy of mind-to-mind connection 
never means leaving the body behind. And this speculative sex scene makes 
its way to our screens via the possibilities opened up by online distribution: 
Netflix’s shrugging off of network constraints, the user-generated chaos of 
YouTube. The sterile fantasy of mind-to-mind communication with which I 
opened proves to have been a cover for the messy, queer possibilities that erupt 
when bodies meet bodies.

Architecture and utopia, 2015

Roger Luckhurst

Thomas More’s Utopia is very precise about the layout of the 54 identical towns 
of the island, all of which ‘share the same language, customs, institutions and 
laws’ (58). The housing takes the form of flat-roofed, three-storey terraces 
running the whole street (an avenue 20 feet wide), with double doors that 
open and close at a touch and with sealed, glazed windows. Occupancy is 
allocated by lot and changed every ten years. More prompts an obsession 
with the peculiarly precise detailing of the architectural dispensation of these 
Nolandias. This, I suppose, is because your ideal cornice or pelmet is easier to 
imagine than the dynamics of social interaction: they don’t do unpredictable 
things.

Modernity’s secular utopias are blueprints for realising communalism 
through building. Charles Fourier’s microscopic detailing of his phalansterie, 
organised around a continuous peristyle, a covered street-gallery allowing 
for perfect circulation for the denizens of Harmony, might seem like oddly 
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misplaced energy (not quite as odd as his sexual obsessions, admittedly). 
But it is these specifications of buildings that concretise the utopian vision. 
Fourierist models get sketched out by Stedman Whitwell in his plans for New 
Harmony, but are actually realised by utopian industrialists at New Lanark 
and Saltaire, or in the familistère at Guise. The science-fictional imagination of 
Hugh Ferriss’s The Metropolis of Tomorrow (1929) or the sets for Things to Come 
(Menzies UK 1936) derived from a century of realised architectural utopianism.

It is still possible to take a guided tour of another achieved fragment of the 
utopian city, although if you want the bilingual guide it is best to book a long 
way ahead. Le Corbusier’s L’Unité d’Habitation de Grandeur Conforme (The 
Standard Size Housing Block) in Marseille was inaugurated in October 1952, 
the first element of the Radiant City that the architect had first envisaged in 
plans and models in 1922 and again in his book, Towards a New Architecture 
(1927). L’Unité was intended to be the first of eight blocks, to house 20,000 
people after a catastrophic loss of housing stock in the war. The first block had 
revolutionary social intent, which Le Corbusier already claimed even at his 
inaugural speech had been realised: ‘Left to their own devices in the building 
… these Marseille tenants rapidly formed an association, as a real vertical 
community without any political affiliation, to defend its interests and to 
develop its human values’ (101). The building also announced a revolution in 
form: it was built ‘without regulations – against disastrous regulations’ (100) 
and was one of the earliest experiments in concrete brut – raw and unfinished 
concrete, complete with the blemishes that retained the marks of its casting 
and construction. Brutalism followed, particularly associated with the radical 
planners and architects of the British post-war reconstruction.

In the end, L’Unité d’Habitation remained the single prototype for an 
unrealised city: it was the only block built. It is now hemmed in by large-scale 
mass housing of less distinguished design and murkier political intent.

Perhaps it was significant that when I visited in the summer of 2015, the 
major art exhibition at the Vieille Charité, the museum in the fever hospital in 
the port, the oldest part of Marseille, was called Futurs de la Ville aux Étoiles, 
which tried to hide its entirely science-fictional content under the respectable 
art-historical names of Matisse, Miro and Calder on the posters (see Poullain 
et al.). There, amid the drawings and maquettes of La Citta Nuova by Sant’Elia 
(1914) or Malevich’s Constructivist skyscraper Gota 2-A (1923–7), was a vitrine 
by La Fratrie called The Island of Lost Modernism (2014). This contained a 
three-dimensional rendition of the desert island cliché, complete with lone 
palm tree, but strewn with the debris of bits and pieces of Le Corbusier’s 
L’Unité building, washed up on shore after an unspecificed catastrophe.
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The vitrine seems to suggest that, in 2015, the dystopian narrative about the 
failure of Modernist social housing is still predominant. This was the same 
summer when the Brutalist signature building in East London, Robin Hood 
Gardens by Alison and Peter Smithson, was once again refused protected 
status by the Conservative government and was yet again placed under threat 
of demolition after years of deliberate neglect. It was also the summer when 
Ben Wheatley’s film version of High-Rise (UK) premiered, 40 years after 
J.G. Ballard’s dystopian novel was first published. Ballard’s conservative satire 
actually follows the design of L’Unité very closely, down to the mid-level 
self-service supermarket and rooftop gymnasium. Ballard’s book was a 
deliberate perversion of the social panic around mass public housing in the 
early 1970s as dangerous urban sinkholes of black and poor populations. 
Ballard experimented with what these environments might also do to the 
detached elite of middle-class professionals, delightfully tracking their anthro-
pological reversion into savage tribal violence. It was written in the middle of 
the complex demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe estate in Saint Louis, 33 identical 
11-storey buildings designed by Minoru Yamasaki (architect also of the World 
Trade Center in New York), finished in 1954 and dynamited out of existence as 
a disastrous social experiment between 1972 and 1976. 

It was the demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe estate that architectural critic 
Charles Jencks’s Language of Postmodern Architecture (1977) declared as the 
moment when Modernism came to an end, blaming abstract design rather 
than the city’s social housing policy for its failure (see Bristol). Jencks set 
in place a convenient myth that, followed by Fredric Jameson and others, 
has provided reductive narrative of the rupture between Modernism and 
Postmodernism, grasped simplistically through contrasting architectural 
designs.

Yet 2015 was also the year that the architecture collective Assemble was 
nominated for the annual Turner Prize for art, less for discernible ‘art works’ 
than for their practice of collaborative urban transformation and temporary 
intervention since they formed as a loose grouping in 2010. I spent an afternoon 
bouncing around on their foam renditions of concrete Brutalist playgrounds at 
RIBA in London, although they were nominated for their work at Granby Four 
Streets in Liverpool. Typically, Assemble follow a contemporary understanding 
of the utopian impulse as mobile, fugitive and ephemeral, as an unfolding 
process rather than a completed object. Their work emerges out of an alternative 
line of architectural theory and practice that ignores those big dumb monoliths 
of Utopian Modernism and Dystopian Postmodernism, picking up instead 
from the playful subversions of the Archigram group in the early 1960s or 
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the more trenchant archi-textural interventions of the French Utopie group 
between 1967 and 1978. Utopie wrote in ‘Utopia is not Written in the Future 
Tense’ (1969) against ‘the fetishism of utopia’, utopia as ‘luxuriant merchandise, 
of sparkling dazzle’ (241). They denounced the quirky plans for ‘mobile cities, 
walking cities, soft software, the end of shortage, omnipotent technology, the 
playfulness of gadgets, city lights, the technology of the Concorde’ (241). ‘In the 
meantime’, they said, ‘in everyday life, nothing of this: work, weekends, work, 
and more work!’ (241). It was the quotidian that they wanted to transform. It 
was Marxism that would do that in 1969, and something mutated, no longer 
quite Marxism, by the time the group (which included Henri Lefebvre and Jean 
Baudrillard) disbanded in 1978. That weird theoretical mutation of utopian 
thought has continued ever since.

All of this slides in and out of focus on the periphery of sf criticism, although 
perhaps it ought to feature more. Architectural form is often how sf instan-
tiates the imagination, how utopian and dystopian worlds are rendered in 
word and image. We need also to understand how the science-fictional and 
the architectural have been interwoven for at least 500 years, since More’s 
blueprints for living in Utopia.

Stranger in a familiar land: utopian method and Marleen Gorris’s Antonia’s Line 

Tom Moylan

Since 2010, I’ve taught a final-year seminar at the University of Limerick 
School of Architecture entitled ‘Utopian Imagination, Method, and Social 
Design’. Offering the course in the autumn semester allows me to work with a 
small group of students who are beginning their year-long thesis project and 
developing their final show. Pedagogically, therefore, it is a formative moment. 
In accord with Jameson, my aim is to privilege utopia not as an empirical 
object (text or practice) but as a problematic which articulates a distinct (often 
contested) way of knowing, living in and changing the world. With the help 
of Ernst Bloch’s mobilisation of the utopian hermeneutic and Ruth Levitas’s 
articulation of the utopian method, I try to work with the students in such 
a way that they at least have the opportunity to undergo the gestalt shift (see 
Perls et al.) from the ideological formation within which they have grown and 
lived toward a utopian standpoint that can enable them to engage with social 
design in such a way that they are not simply replicating the dominant system, 
agreeably serving clients, but rather contributing to a totalising transformation 
of that system by way of creative work that takes a stand in the moment even as 
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it pulls and pushes spatial and social reality through its necessary critical work 
into a figuration of a better horizon.

I use an array of materials in the seminar: theoretical texts on the history 
and theory of utopianism; empirical studies of historic and present intentional 
communities; documentary and fictive film and video; presentations by 
architects and designers as well as activists and organisers; along with music, 
poetry and visual work. Certainly sf plays a key role in this work. And here, 
as with my approach to utopia, I talk about sf as a way of perceiving and 
intervening in the world (see, for example, Thomas Disch’s study of sf as a 
historically important way of thinking, Istvan Csicery-Ronay’s theorisation of 
the critical standpoint provided by ‘science fictionality’, or Isaiah Lavender’s 
recent ‘science fictional’ reading of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness). In the 
spirit of Darko Suvin’s long-standing argument, I see the key driving force 
running through the science-fictional mode (from where or when ever you 
want to begin) as that of the utopian proclivity.

I therefore work with the students to help them develop a ‘mode of 
apprehension’ (as Lavender puts it) that is enabled by the critical estrangement 
made possible by science fictionality and carried forward into the disruptively 
anticipatory engagement made possible by the utopian method. I talk to them 
about stepping out of their sutured situatedness and examining the total 
system from the standpoint of a better, never perfect, horizon. In short, I invite 
them to become strangers in their all too familiar land as they look back from a 
utopian horizon and engage again in their given realities in ways that radically 
change conditions for the betterment of all humans and all life.

While I screen several sf films in the seminar (such as Pleasantville (Ross 
US 1998), The Truman Show (Weir US 1998), The Village (Shyamalan US 2004), 
City of God (Meirelles and Lund Brazil/France 2002), The Matrix (Wachowski 
siblings US/Australia 1999), Born in Flames (Borden US 1983)), I also use 
realist films: Our Daily Bread (Vidor US 1934), Matewan (Sayles US 1987) and 
Antonia’s Line (Gorris Netherlands/Belgium/UK/France 1996). All three pull 
the apparent otherworldliness of the utopian imagination back into the hard 
realities of historical struggles, and in doing so they offer narratives of radical 
social change that occurs by way of an eventual break with the material and 
ideological cages of the dominant system and the hard work of moving against 
and beyond that system through the transformative work of the utopian 
method.

And so it is that I teach Marleen Gorris’s beautiful and challenging film 
by way of a utopian hermeneutic informed by a science-fictional turn of 
mind. Year after year, it provokes a more profound and reflective reception 
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by students than I initially expect. Variously and unevenly, almost every one 
of them in their own way speaks of the estranging experience of watching 
the film and coming to terms with its deep critique and its radical utopian 
response. As these seeds of discontent and hope are pedagogically planted early 
in the academic year, I am always intrigued by the way in which some of them 
blossom, in unexpected ways, in their final architectural projects. 

The film opens in a post-Second World War Dutch agricultural village as 
the eponymous Antonia (Willeke van Ammelrooy) returns from her years 
away (never described or spoken of) with her teenage daughter Danielle (Els 
Dottermans) at the time of her mother’s death, arriving to bury her mother and 
to resettle on the family farm. Once familiar to the village, Antonia now speaks 
from the double position/consciousness of both a remembered villager and a 
transformed stranger (by history, by her life as a woman) to the familiars in her 
homeland. From this estranged standpoint, Antonia calmly and confidently 
acts as a utopian subject from the horizon of the not yet. Over time, she and her 
extended matrilineal community radically change everyday life in the home 
village.

This trajectory of transformation works from the baseline of Antonia raising 
Danielle to be a fully empowered and independent woman (who becomes 
a visual artist and the creative force behind the magical realist moments 
of the film, which themselves proffer radical breaks). Danielle’s daughter, 
Thérèse (played at different ages by Carolien Spoor, Esther Vriesendorp and 
Veerle van Overloop), continues this lineage of strength and liberation (now 
expressed through her own talents in both theoretical mathematics and musical 
composition); and this leads to the third generation as Thérèse’s daughter, Sarah 
(Thyrza Ravesteijn), becomes the youngest member of the line, now the poet 
who emerges as the voiceover narrator of the film. But this baseline (with its 
subtext of a politics of form) is only the beginning. For in her interactions with 
the villagers, Antonia pulls others into her utopian community: the widower 
Farmer Bas (Jan Decleir), who initially seeks Antonia as a convenient second 
wife but is then transformed into an understanding lover who stands by her to 
the end; Loony Lips (Jan Steen) the easy-going farmhand beaten and berated 
by another violent farmer; Deedee (Marina de Graaf), the abused daughter 
of the most adamantly patriarchal family who was taken in by Antonia and 
Danielle after being raped by her brother; the Russian bar owner, Olga (Fran 
Waller Zepper); Kapelaan (Flip Filz), the repressed curate who throws off his 
vocation; and Letta (Wimie Wilhelm), who provided her biker brother as the 
briefly passionate father of Danielle’s child and who goes on joyfully to have 
more children with the curate. Each of the episodic narratives occasioned 
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by these characters weaves through the primary narrative of how Antonia 
changes this violently patriarchal village first by comprehending its history 
and hypocrisies and then by challenging and changing (in several instances 
through violence, including the killing of the man who raped both Deedee and 
Thérèse) this small corner of the world into a truly utopian reality, what Kim 
Stanley Robinson would call a ‘pocket utopia’.

Finally, I want to emphasise the driving spatial motif that punctuates the 
narrative and carries it across the episodes (and that often speaks so eloquently 
to the architecture students). This is the long dining table set outside in the 
farmhouse’s courtyard. Initially, Antonia, Danielle and Farmer Bas and his 
sons sit at the table for their Sunday dinner; but then year by year new members 
take their place at the table, with children adding to the numbers and death 
paring them away through the generations. Beyond narrative, the table speaks 
the utopian community. 

And so, in the seminar we focus on Antonia who, once alienated, becomes 
the alien who returns to her community and speaks knowingly of that 
community but in a voice from a utopian not yet that offers or enables a break 
from the patterns in which they are caught and alternative lives that are signifi-
cantly more fulfilling and more caring.

A coda in this anniversary year of Utopia: as Marx reminds us, it is never 
enough simply to understand the world in which any of us live, for it is 
incumbent on each of us to come together, in the name of justice and freedom, 
to change that world so that all humans and all life can be better for it. In 
these days of the managerial university and the wider moral panic filled with 
concerns over ‘radicalisation’, figures such as Antonia have much to teach us 
who teach. In the spirit of the utopian vocation (as we see in the exploration 
of utopia method in Book One of Utopia), we cannot be content with bending 
our knees in the reproduction of the terrible global society in which we live. 
Rather, we need to carry on the real work of teaching and organising to change 
radically ourselves, our students and our societies. We need continually to 
learn and practice the utopian method in all we do.

Ecotopia in 1970s US sf television

Sharon Sharp

Since the 1960s, US television has been a key cultural storyteller of dystopian 
environmental crisis, one of the defining issues of the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries. ‘Images of ecology’, such as ‘belching smokestacks, seabirds 
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mired in petrochemical sludge, fish floating belly-up, traffic jams in Los 
Angeles and Mexico City, and clear-cut forests’ circulated by the nightly news 
have become ubiquitous visual signifiers of environmental crisis (Ross 171). 
Likewise, sf television has offered its own imagery of contemporary environ-
mental crises projected into the future. Sf television is a particularly potent 
cultural storyteller of environmental narratives as, like all sf, it offers what 
Kim Stanley Robinson calls ‘thought experiments that propose scenarios of the 
future’ based on our actions in the present (9). As Robinson argues, sf thinking 
is ‘utopian in its very operating principle, for it assumes that differences in our 
actions now will lead to real and somewhat predictable consequences later 
on – which means that what we do now matters’ (9). Therefore, it is worth 
considering how popular sf television’s ‘thought experiments’ have taken up 
environmental issues as they imagined the future.

While dystopian representations of environmental themes are perhaps more 
common across the televisual landscape,4 this essay examines one of sf televi-
sion’s utopian forays into the future. Every Saturday morning from 1976 to 1979, 
the CBS network featured a team of multicultural and multispecies scientists 
travelling across the post-apocalyptic landscape of the twenty-fifth century in 
a tricked-out RV called ARK II with an assignment to create an ecotopia from 
the remains of Earth, which had been destroyed by pollution and waste.5 As 
the credit sequence voiceover narration intoned, the mission of the scientists 
and the premise of the series ARK II was ‘to bring the hope of a new future 
to mankind’. This popular but critically neglected Saturday morning utopian 
live-action television series’ futuristic staging of encounters with the negative 
environmental impacts of twentieth-century technologies and practices asked 
viewers to consider their place in – and impact on – their ecology. However, 
ARK II’s utopian approach to building an ecotopia through technoscience 
promoted a scientific positivism that sees technoscience as the single solution 
for ecological balance and restoration.

The series’ narrative of building a new Earth clearly referenced the Bible 

4. For examples of sf television series that represent environmental issues in a dystopian manner, 
see: Battlestar Galactica (US 2004–9), Earth 2 (US 1994–5), Firefly (US 2002–3), Fringe (US 2008–13), 
Jericho (US 2006–8), Life After People (US 2009–10), Logan’s Run (US 1977–8), Lost in Space (US 
1966–8), Planet of the Apes (US 1974), Revolution (US 2012–14), Terra Nova (US 2011), The Day After 
(US 1983), Torchwood: Miracle Day (US 2011), Twelve Monkeys (US 2015–), and various episodes of 
Doctor Who (UK 1963–) and The Twilight Zone (US 1959–64).
5. The credit sequence featured images of the ARK II racing across the cracked earth of superfund 
site Rogers Dry Lake in California, an actual – although probably unrecognisable to viewers – 
twentieth-century site of environmental devastation resulting from Edwards Air force Base’s release 
of volatile organic chemicals into the water and ground.
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with its characters named Ruth (Jean Marie Hon), Jonah (Terry Lester), Samuel 
(José Flores) and Adam (played by chimpanzee Moocho and voiced by Lou 
Scheimer) as well as its mobile scientific storehouse called ARK II. However, 
the series was more directly engaged with the tropes, juvenile audience and 
low production values of the televised space operas of the 1940s and 1950s. 
ARK II is a space opera on land, featuring heroic characters and adventures, an 
obsession with technological gadgets and encounters with strange peoples, set 
on a defamiliarised, post-apocalyptic Earth rather than in outer space. ARK 
II was a product of an industry interested in protecting its lucrative Saturday 
morning programming block from federal regulation by imparting pro-social 
and educational themes through its television series. According to executive 
producer Lou Scheimer, interviewed for a Complete Series DVD extra, ARK 
II’s production house Filmation worked with educational advisers on the series 
in order to produce a ‘helpful’, ‘worthwhile’ series about environmental issues 
that imparted a ‘sense of responsibility’, ‘so that there would be more than just 
a bunch of mayhem on Saturday morning’.

ARK II’s explicit educational concerns and utopian project of building a 
better Earth delivered on its producer’s promises. Although a white male 
captain piloted the ARK II, its crew of scientists represented science as an 
occupation open to women and people of colour through the characters of 
Asian-American scientist Ruth and Latino scientist Samuel. The casting of a 
chimpanzee as the fourth scientist Adam demonstrates interspecies cooperation 
and an attempt at equality (that is somewhat limited by the nonhuman animal 
actor’s inability to act). Environmental problems were clearly framed as 
anthropogenic in the credit sequence as well as in individual episodes that 
seemed to be ripped from the headlines of 1970s coverage of environmental 
issues such as overpopulation (‘The Lottery’ (20 Nov 1976)), pollution (‘The 
Cryogenic Man’ (23 Oct 1976), ‘Orkus’ (18 Dec 1976)) and the scarcity of natural 
resources (‘The Drought’ (13 Nov 1976)). The post-apocalyptic setting of the 
series and the episodic encounters with strange peoples with 1970s hairstyles 
and costumes suffering from various negative ecological impacts of twentieth-
century technologies and practices invited a comparison between the actual 
world of the 1970s and the futuristic narrative world of the series, as well as 
a consideration of how viewers’ actions might impact on their own ecology 
and that of the future. Episodes that illustrated the ecological havoc caused by 
twentieth-century technologies such as military weapons, chemical fertilisers 
and power plants concluded with a closing captain’s log that imparted a 
hopeful, pro-social message about cooperation, conservation and education in 
relation to ecological and attendant social problems. 
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However, ARK II was shaped by the space opera’s emphasis on technological 
gadgets and the industry lore ‘that children have a short attention span, that 
repetition is a key to education and entertainment, and that children prefer 
recognizable characters and stories’ (Alexander 503). Thus the series tended 
to resolve the anxieties about the ecologically harmful capacities of techno-
science it circulated with technoscience itself. ARK II, like most Saturday 
morning television, abided by what producer Cy Schneider describes as the 
three simple principles on which the children’s television business operates: 
‘Keep the audiences up, keep the costs down, keep the regulators out’ (5). Too 
often the episodic and formulaic nature of the quickly and cheaply produced 
series resulted in a gee-whiz reverence for the jetpacks, computer technology 
and futuristic recreational vehicles it featured. The emphasis on these futuristic 
technologies used to ameliorate ecological problems ultimately undermined 
the narrative emphasis on the contemplation of viewers’ responsibility in terms 
of their own actions in relation to contemporary environmental problems or 
solutions. 

Moreover, although the series ran for three years on Saturday morning 
television, only 15 episodes were produced, and the scientists never achieved 
their ecotopia. ARK II’s last episode of its long syndication on CBS aired in 
1979 when commercial networks’ focus on reforming children’s television 
had come to an end with deregulation, media mergers and the competition 
from cable. Environmental issues would not be addressed in a sustained and 
educational manner again for a juvenile television audience until the rise of 
niche cable channel programming in the 1990s. However, this utopian thought 
experiment of technoscience as a solution to any and all ecological problems 
is not confined to the annals of 1970s sf television. These ideas remain active 
in some climate change discourse that hopes for technological, rather than 
political or economic solutions to what now appear to be certain ecological 
consequences of climate change.6 

6. Al Gore and Richard Branson’s Virgin Earth Challenge, which offers a $25 million prize for a 
scientist who can develop a technology to remove greenhouse gases from the atmosphere is but one 
example.
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‘Why this is hell, nor am I out of it’

Steven Shaviro

The optimist proclaims that we live in the best of 
all possible worlds; and the pessimist fears this is 

true.

James Branch Cabell

I have always distrusted the very idea of Utopia. This is because it implies a 
solution to all of life’s problems: a state of perfection, a final resting point. 
Once Utopia has been achieved, nothing can change any longer. But dialectical 
thinkers from Heraclitus to Marx, not to mention such visionary writers 
as Charles Olson and Octavia Butler, teach us that ‘the only lasting truth is 
Change’ (3).

Strictly speaking, of course, to be done with change is impossible – except, 
perhaps, at the ultimate heat death of the universe, that point at which (in the 
words of Ray Brassier) ‘the accelerating expansion of the universe will have 
disintegrated the fabric of matter itself ’ (228). From this point of view, the 
fantasy of Utopia is little more than a nihilistic death wish. Utopianism comes 
down finally to asserting and accepting that we have no future, so that in fact 
‘everything is dead already’ (223, quoting Lyotard 9). Even at best, such an ‘end 
of history’ – as it was maintained by Hegel and Kojève – could only be a state 
in which all meaning has been destroyed, so that (to quote Mikkel Borch-
Jacobsen, who is in turn paraphrasing Raymond Queneau) ‘one is decidedly 
bored because there is nothing to do (and thus also nothing to narrate except 
foolish stupidities)’ (7).

However, beyond all this, I also note the way in which the concept of Utopia 
(or at least the word) has been enlisted by contemporary neoliberal discourse. 
There is a tiresome and stupid, but often repeated, trope that runs pretty much 
as follows: communism failed because it was a utopian doctrine. It believed in 
the perfection of human nature; but such perfection is impossible. By trying to 
impose its absolute vision on the ‘crooked timber of humanity’, communism 
inevitably ended up as a totalitarian horror.

This argument involves a strange inversion of meaning. ‘Utopia’ no longer 
refers to a perfect end state; rather, it is the forlorn hope that anything 
whatsoever could ever be even slightly different from the way it is today. In 
contrast, for mainstream political discourse, the only ‘realistic’ position is that 
capitalism is eternal, that it is itself the Hegelian and Kojèvian ‘end of history’ 
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(as Francis Fukuyama explicitly claimed in the years following 1989). The 
inexorable laws of Capital can never be challenged.

All this is the basis for what Mark Fisher (channelling Jameson and Žižek) 
calls capitalist realism: the condition in which it is easier to envision the 
apocalyptic end of the world altogether, than to imagine even the most minute 
improvement to the current world order. Contemporary neoliberal capitalism 
is utopian in all but name; and this is precisely why it ceaselessly condemns the 
impulse towards any other (or any explicit) vision of Utopia. Indeed, contem-
porary capitalism offers us an infernal bargain: we are blessed with incessant 
novelty – each year, we are offered a new model of the iPhone, whose release 
‘changes everything’ – at the price of giving up the hope that any of these 
changes could ever matter or actually make a difference.

Sf directly comes to grips with this difficulty. By extrapolating from actually 
existing conditions, it shocks us into a heightened and more explicit awareness 
of the oppressive situations in which we are trapped. But this also means that 
sf narratives can push those situations to the point of crisis and contradiction, 
thus allowing new possibilities to emerge. Marx’s hope that capitalism would 
die of its own contradictions has never been confirmed; instead, capitalism 
feeds off its own crises, where it finds new resources to perpetuate and extend 
itself. But sf can simulate the dynamics of crisis, and open the door to potenti-
alities that might otherwise be ignored or repressed.

Does this mean that sf is utopian after all, as so many of its theorists have 
claimed? I would suggest rather that it works the best when it is dystopian, 
pessimistic and even paranoid: when it magnifies and extrapolates from the 
capitalist Now and makes intolerable what we would otherwise take for granted. 

‘How can it not know what it is?’: Blade Runner as an ambiguous dystopia

Debra Benita Shaw

Dystopia, in its most simplified form, is cast as the opposite of utopia: a ‘bad’ 
place, opposing the supposed ‘good’ of utopia. Like utopias, dystopias are 
programmatically biased and often straightforwardly didactic. Traditionally, 
they encode a warning which asks us to take the project of the future seriously. 
The problem with both cinematic and literary dystopias (if it is a problem) is 
that they are necessarily ambiguous. The pleasure of dystopia is not only that 
we can leave the cinema (or close the book) and congratulate ourselves that we 
will never live in that sort of hell but that hell can be a highly desirable place 
to visit. 
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Bertolt Brecht thought Hollywood was a kind of heaven which served the 
poor of Los Angeles as a reminder that they were in hell (see Jameson). In 
Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (US/HK/UK 1982, 1992, 2007), ironically, the 
whole of Los Angeles, burning and polluted, the ‘infernal city’ (Bukatman 18) 
is the hellish reflection of life on Earth for those not human enough to ascend 
to the replicant-secured heaven of the off-world colonies. This, perhaps, is the 
film’s dystopian warning; that a dying Earth may harbour insurgency and that 
‘more human than human’ replicants, with their wish for enhanced lifespans 
granted, might secure it as a base for domination of the universe.7 But this is 
also its subversive appeal.

Sf fans in the 1940s and 1950s congratulated themselves on being more 
intelligent than the average human. In the US, they even hatched a grand plan 
to found a successor civilisation. In Philadelphia, their annual convention 
made room for displays of physical prowess and the (male) body beautiful 
(see Warner). If the future was as predicted in, for example, Things to Come 
(Menzies UK 1936), they – or at least their equally blessed descendants – would 
be ready for it. Dystopia, by contrast, was an atrophied human race, overrun by 
extraterrestrial aliens or enslaved by our own machines, which had to be tamed 
by Asimov’s three laws8 before they could be let loose to serve our needs. Blade 
Runner, now understood to be the first cyberpunk movie, was first released two 
years before the publication of William Gibson’s genre-defining Neuromancer 
(1984). There are no utopias in cyberpunk but its dystopian structures, drawn 
from the leading edge of late capitalism in its most virulent form, are enticing 
because, rather than oppose the machine to something we can comfortably call 
human, they oppose the human to something we may want to call posthuman. 
Cyberpunk tech is, as Bruce Sterling famously described it, ‘pervasive, utterly 
intimate … Under our skin, often inside our minds’ (xi).

The original cut of Blade Runner (1982) was released shortly before Donna 
J. Haraway’s manifesto announced that we had become cyborg. By 2007, when 
the final cut was released, Ray Kurzweil (2005) was predicting the singularity, a 
result of human/machine coupling which would give birth to the next iteration 
of life on Earth, so ontologically distinct from what we traditionally recognise 
as ‘life’ that we are currently unable to conceive of it. 

7. As in, for example, Battlestar Galactica (US 2004–9).
8. These laws were first stated in full in ‘Runaround’ (1942): 1. A robot may not injure a human 
being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm. 2. A robot must obey the orders 
given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law. 3. A robot 
must protect its own existence so long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second 
Laws.
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‘There’s some of me in you’, J.F. Sebastian (William Sanderson) tells Pris 
(Daryl Hannah) and Batty (Rutger Hauer) with unconcealed pride, a statement 
that, in itself, expresses the ambiguity of the film’s central conceit. It is less 
a dystopia of human dissolution than a hesitant utopia of human/machine 
becoming – hesitant because, while planet Earth is obviously dying, the 
decadence of Los Angeles in 2019 stands as a catalyst through which something 
other may emerge. ‘No housing shortage around here’, says Sebastian, leading 
Pris through the deserted and crumbling corridors of the Bradbury Building, 
‘plenty of room for everybody’. ‘Everybody’ here, considering the apparent 
human exodus to the off-world colonies, can only refer to replicants and/or the 
rejects and outsiders who inhabit the permanent zone of transition that Los 
Angeles, standing for planet Earth, has become. 

The zone of transition was, for the Chicago School sociologists of the first 
half of the twentieth century, the sector of urban space which, under pressure 
from the central business district, would periodically fall into disrepair and 
attract a ‘deviant’ population. Conceived of in organic terms, the city was 
thought to grow ‘naturally’ from the centre with the more affluent and 
law-abiding citizenry expanding the periphery as they purchased land for 
family homes away from the corrupting influence of urban blight (Stevenson 
26–9). Blade Runner which, as Scott Bukatman noted, merges Los Angeles 
with New York, thus gifting the former with a downtown, also provides it 
with extra-terrestrial suburbs, leaving the entire city/planet as a playground 
for subversive forces. 

This is the joy of Blade Runner and the politics of its aesthetic. It has 
something in common with what Evan Calder Williams calls ‘salvagepunk’; 
the resurrection of latent potential in things and ideas cast off by the dominant 
culture. Hence the visual references to fashion and interiors from earlier 
periods of modernity and the attic clutter of the sets, evoking ghosts of what 
might have been, waiting to be creatively repurposed. Blade Runner reverses 
the technological utopianism of urban modernity (all clean lines, open-space 
living and spray-can hygiene) at the same time as it questions the human subject 
that it pre-supposes. And is Deckard (Harrison Ford), finally, a replicant? One 
possible reading of Batty’s last moments is that, in saving Deckard’s life, he 
expresses a very human compassion that belies his programming as a ‘combat 
model’. But another way of reading it is that he saves one of his own. So that 
what we are cheering for when we applaud his selfless act is not the recognition 
by a machine that human life is precious (thus finally capitulating to the three 
laws) but the expression of a posthuman mythology; a visually immediate 
rendition of Haraway’s slogan ‘cyborgs for earthly survival’ (‘Anthropocene’ 
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161) which expresses both the redundancy of the human paradigm and its 
contingency. The enduring appeal of Blade Runner then may be in the way it 
dramatises not what we hope or fear to become but the posthuman subjects 
that we already are.

Utopian limits: materialism

Rebekah Sheldon

Economy is the bone, politics is the flesh 
Watch who they beat and who they eat

Marge Piercy, ‘In the men’s room(s)’

I’ve been thinking a lot recently about Madonna’s 1984 chart-topper ‘Material 
Girl’. Madonna is not typically the topic to which I turn in my idle moments, 
but the trip to MLA 2015 changed that. I was on the plane to Vancouver when 
I was spotted by a woman I know from around the academic circuit. We did 
what people in those situations do and agreed to share a taxi to our downtown 
hotels. So there we were piled into the backseat of the cab, bags at our feet and 
in our laps, when she pointed to one of the pins I had affixed to the lapel of my 
jacket. ‘MATERIAL’ it announced in front of a hazy image of a surfer in the 
tide. The pin had come from a conference I had attended a few weeks before, 
which took the beach as an apt topos for thinking relations around ecological 
fragility and as a figure for risky meetings of all kinds. But to her, it was just a 
beach scene. ‘Is that a joke?’ she asked, sincerely. ‘I never thought of you as a 
Material Girl. You’re more of the utopian type’. 

I was a grade school kid when Like a Virgin was released and so the bare 
reference was enough to hook the earworm. ‘Material Girl’ is, of course, a song 
about a woman who uses men’s lust for her to become wealthy. Released at the 
pinnacle of the ‘greed is good’ 1980s, the song employs the language of credit 
ratings and interest rates – that is, of the economic rationality of its moment – 
to literalise the value of beauty as another tradable market commodity. But it’s 
not the song’s cynical realism about sexism that captured my interest. Instead 
what I keep turning over in my mind is the song’s chorus and the justification 
it gives for that realism. In the chorus, the speaker tells us that she chooses 
the wealthiest men to date not (as we might expect) because she is a crass 
materialist but because the world is. We are ‘living in a material world’, she 
sings, and so whatever we might think about ourselves and however we might 
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behave in the face of this bedrock reality, we are all, in one way or another, 
material girls.

The thing is, I agree with Madonna. I am a material girl, self-professed on 
my faculty page and proudly announced on my lapel button. That is, my work 
is in feminist new materialism. My travel companion’s error was not so much 
in her sense of me – I am also more of a utopian – as it was in her assumption 
that materialism is (only) a synonym for conspicuous consumption. It is an 
understandable mistake; not everyone has been touched by the ontological 
turn of the past few years. Yet despite the origin of her misapprehension, I still 
found myself wondering: just how do I align the utopian with the material? 
It has stayed with me through the past few months, in other words, because 
her off-the-cuff opposition of the material and the utopian dovetailed with 
something that had begun to eat at me and that would come most fully into 
focus in a movie theatre a few months later while watching Mad Max: Fury 
Road (Miller Australia/US 2015). I am quite simply no longer sure I understand 
the relations between the material and utopian that had once anchored my 
political commitment to and vision for my scholarship.

But to back up a step. Madonna’s speaker’s insistence that we live in a 
material world is a key aspect of a variety of feminist critiques of Western 
scientific rationality, by no means limited to new materialism. In Susan 
Griffin’s wonderful account of the shared figurations that bind together 
women, nature and nonhuman life as the objects of masculinist domination 
under the aegis of nationalism, for example, she reminds her readers that the 
presumptive quiescence of the material world may not have any actual traction 
with that world. Taking plutonium as her privileged example, she argues that 
the uneasy unconscious of industrial production has finally returned in the 
lively chemistry of atomic energy.
He takes apart even the form of matter, he strips energy from mass, he splits what is 
whole, he takes this force as his own … But what he has split does not stop coming apart. 
Fractures live in the air, invisible fractures come into his skin, split his chromosomes, 
unravel the secret of life in him. (134) 

Writing during the same period as Madonna, Griffin’s eco-feminist project is 
to turn the tide of sentiment against the irrationalism of what Vandana Shiva 
names ‘maldevelopment’ (6). It is a utopian project in the specific sense that 
it pushes for a reorganisation of the foundational assumptions and common 
sense orientations that make the production of profit appear tantamount to the 
wealth that can only rightly come from the Earth’s own generative self-regard. 
In Shiva’s affecting argument, wealth production in the form capital must be 
understood as the reciprocal depletion of sustenance systems that subtend that 
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productivity. Thus increases in national metrics like GNP are more accurately 
understood as losses in Earth-wealth. At the same time, the production of new 
forms of lively matters (like the fracturing force of plutonium) opens onto 
unpredictable futures. As Griffin says, ‘There is no escape’ (133). 

This phrase also characterises the world of Miller’s Mad Max: Fury Road. 
While the apocalyptic backstory does not receive explicit treatment, the fury of 
its title is clearly responsive to the conditions Shiva’s work portends. In the film’s 
setting it is obvious that the processes of immiseration have impoverished the 
world and thus that two primary resources – water and fertility – determine all 
social relations. Yet for most of the film the goal of Imperator Furiosa (Charlize 
Theron) and the women with whom she travels (young and beautiful ‘wives’ 
kept for breeding purposes) is precisely to escape from the Citadel and find 
succour and self-determination with Furiosa’s people, the Vuvalini. Halfway 
through the film, they succeed. Their plan works. Their initial deceit evades 
detection; they stave off the army sent in pursuit of them; they find the Vuvalini 
and are accepted by them. What they do not find, however, is the place Furiosa 
remembers as the ‘Green Place’ and whose promise premised everything else. 
Without it, they have not escaped, not really, because they are still reliant for 
their survival on the resources controlled by the Citadel. They have nothing of 
their own but a bag of seeds.

And so they turn back. In the crisis caused by Furiosa’s arrival, they are 
left with a choice: stay and starve slowly, leave in search of some unknown 
elsewhere and starve quickly, or face immediate violence in order to put 
themselves where they know there will be enough water. What that choice 
makes vividly apparent is the lack of choice. They must have food and they 
must have water. Stay or go, hide or fight – all of these options are contoured 
by that foundational, material limit. So they turn back. They turn back and 
they fight and while some of them die, in the end they win. The final scene 
sees Furiosa ascend to the pinnacle of the Citadel, bag of seeds by her side, to 
the chanting of the crowd and the open horizon of the future. For me, though, 
the utopian promise of this triumphal moment had already been eroded by 
the bare material necessity that drove it. Sitting in the theatre listening to 
Tom Holkenborg’s score screaming through the sound system, I couldn’t hear 
anything but Madonna. For Furiosa, too, is a material girl. 
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Entrepreneurial futures

Imre Szeman

Can we imagine a utopian future configured around the values, beliefs and 
actions of … the entrepreneur? 

This might seem like a bizarre question. What, after all, could the entrepreneur 
and utopia possibly have to do with one another? And yet, perhaps without 
being fully aware of it, over the past two decades we have placed many of 
our hopes about a better future onto the figure of the entrepreneur. The great 
entrepreneurs of our moment are known for projects that are uncannily 
familiar to sf fans: handheld computers, electric cars, digital currency and 
even the colonisation of planets. At a moment in which political energies have 
faded away, the fantasy of unlimited and unfettered possibility that surrounds 
today’s entrepreneur has subsumed ideas and ideals of the shape and character 
of future societies – an unsettling development, to say the least. 

Coincident with the rise to public prominence of social media and all manner 
of new technologies, entrepreneurs such as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Peter Thiel and 
Elon Musk have come to be celebrated not only for their business smarts and 
techno-savvy, but also as models of how we should be and behave in a century 
filled with unprecedented social, political and environmental challenges. They 
are the great men (and, yes: they are almost always men) to whom we have 
increasingly turned for insight and guidance on topics far afield from the 
industries that first filled their pockets with money. From the future shape of 
democracy and the work of NGOs9 to how we should teach and train people for 
a century of new challenges,10 figures like Gates and Thiel have proposed social 
innovations that they believe will, over time, bring about nothing less than a 
utopia – a utopia made up of entrepreneurial types just like them: independent, 
efficient, innovative, able to take care of themselves and always on the lookout 
for new ways to simultaneously improve society and make money.11 

9. See the special December 2013 issue of Wired, edited by Bill Gates. In his editorial, Gates 
claims that it is a simple fact that technological innovations ‘make the world better – and more 
innovation equals faster progress’. One of the insights guiding the work of the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation is that social innovation and ‘catalytic philanthropy’ can address the failures of 
existing forms of government.
10. Peter Thiel’s (Founder of PayPal) now infamous Thiel Fellowships offer $100,000 to budding 
entrepreneurs under the age of 22, which they can receive as long as they do not attend college. 
Thiel believes that the verities of higher education are not questioned enough and that the US has 
produced a higher education bubble that is on the verge of bursting. 
11. For a full assessment of the political and social import of entrepreneurs, see my ‘Entrepre-
neurship as the New Common Sense’.
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Sf has had an ambivalent relationship with the new entrepreneur of the 
social media age. It is easy to see why. On the one hand, the contemporary 
entrepreneur’s direct link with science and technology makes him an ideal 
model for sf narratives, which often emphasise (and celebrate) the brilliance of 
individual scientists or tech experts and their capacity to make huge changes 
in social life through their discoveries. In the film Ex Machina (Garland UK/
US 2015), entrepreneur and scientist Nathan Bateman (Oscar Isaac) – a figure 
based on an amalgam of Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg – is depicted as an 
entrepreneurial genius who can go it alone. While he might need engineers and 
PR peons to execute his ideas, Bateman’s smarts are such that he doesn’t need 
to be in contact with the rest of his search-engine company, Bluebook, while 
he goes about the project of developing artificial intelligence in his architec-
turally marvellous hide-out. In Robert Charles Wilson’s The Affinities (2015), 
the solo research of teleodynamicist Meir Klein generates a process by which 
individuals around the world are assigned to ‘affinities’, extra-national groups 
based on their optimal capacity to be together, as determined by everything 
from DNA to socialisation. In these two cases – and in many other examples, 
past and present – contemporary sf borrows heavily, and uncritically, from a 
vision of the future developed in the pages of The Economist, The Financial Post 
and Wired; if anything is going to save us from our dystopian inclinations, it is 
the business, social and technical acumen of entrepreneurs. 

The entrepreneur does not fully escape criticism in these science fictions. 
Both Bateman and Klein pay for their narcissistic entrepreneurial megalomania 
– the first is killed by his brilliant invention, the second is murdered by the 
company that monetised the testing process he created for determining 
socionomes. There is clearly some uneasiness felt in twenty-first century sf 
over mimicking a Great Man view of history that belongs more properly in 
the nineteenth. Even so, the deadly fates that await these figures do not fully 
dissipate or deflate the narratives’ fascination with the entrepreneur as a 
source of power in contemporary society. In everyday culture as much as in 
sf, the entrepreneur is celebrated as the figure most likely to bring about the 
utopian imaginings fanned by their own tech inventions and innovations. 
Individual entrepreneurs might well be flawed in the extreme, or might misuse 
their powers and capacities; but make no mistake: we expect and believe that 
only such powers and capacities will create artificial intelligence or produce 
breakthroughs into new, post-national ways of belonging.

The figures that we depend on in sf to undo the hegemony of corporate 
imaginaries can be every bit as entrepreneurial as Musk and Thiel. In a 
wired society, the hacker, for instance, is imagined as being able to use their 
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techno-smarts to do anything – including bringing about social change. In 
the television series Mr. Robot (US 2015–), Elliot Alderson’s (Rami Malek) 
hackwork against the vast riches and power of Evil Corp promises to set us 
on a new historical path. While the utopia that Elliot and F Society (which 
resembles nothing if not a small start-up) imagine is different from the capitalist 
techno-utopias projected by contemporary entrepreneurial culture, what links 
them are narratives of change driven by individual actors and the powers of 
technology. It makes sense: if dystopian imaginaries tend to be framed around 
the mess of things made by collectivities and the structures they have created, 
the only way forward seems to be the individual, one who has been made newly 
powerful by computer society and the almost infinite flow of knowledge that is 
imagined in relation to it. 

We need to remain cautious about the sci-fi, go-getter attractions of entrepre-
neurial culture. As much as they might believe they are helping to create new 
utopias, and as much as it seems we might want to believe that they are, 
entrepreneurs create change only so that most things – capitalism, liberalism, 
social and class differences – stay the same. Rather than easy narratives about 
the techno-bad guy who can fuck up the world with a few lines of code, or the 
techno-good guy who can save it with one big idea, we need science fictions 
that thrill to the complex, gritty challenge of creating vibrant new collectivities. 
In creating such collectivities, entrepreneurs only get in the way. 

Romantic and dialectical utopianism in Cloud Atlas

Phillip E. Wegner

Good. He was getting mawkish.  
‘You’re my Verlaine.’ 

‘Am I, young Rimbaud? Then where is  
your Saison en Enfer?’ 

‘In sketches, in my skull, in my gut, Ayrs.  
In my future.’

David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas: A Novel

There are a good number of changes that take place in the film adaptation, Cloud 
Atlas (Wachowski siblings and Tykwer Germany/US/HK/Singapore 2012), of 
David Mitchell’s 2004 novel of the same title. Most immediately apparent is 
the restructuring of Mitchell’s unique narrative presentation (syuzhet). Both 
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texts are composed of six interwoven stories, set in a variety of locales and 
in different historical periods: mid-nineteenth-century Pacific islands, 1930s 
Belgium (Edinburgh in the film), 1970s California, a dystopian near-future 
Korea and a post-apocalyptic Hawai’i. In the novel’s first half, beginning with 
‘The Pacific Journal of Adam Ewing’, and moving forward in historical order, 
Mitchell presents a portion of each narrative, breaking off in the middle of the 
action; then in the second half, the sequence is reversed, concluding with the 
final portion of Ewing’s narrative. These stories are connected through the 
devices of the found text, be it print or visual recording, and the implication 
that the protagonist is a reincarnation of one of her or his predecessors. The 
film maintains both devices but expands the reincarnation trope in a manner 
akin to Kim Stanley Robinson’s great alternate history, The Years of Rice and 
Salt (2002), such that an entire collective moves together through time, a 
fact ingeniously underscored by the ensemble cast. Even more significantly, 
however, the film abandons Mitchell’s ascending-descending structure in 
favour of intercutting between stories, a voice-over from one narrative often 
continuing across the visuals of another. A similar interweaving structure has 
been deployed again to great effect by the Wachowskis in their extraordinary 
and even more global-spanning Netflix series, Sense8 (US 2015). 

One thing lost in this change, however, is the way Mitchell’s formal structure 
– a journey from the nineteenth century to a far-future post-apocalyptic world, 
where humanity has been divided into two groups, one predating on the other, 
and then back again – mirrors the plot of one of the founding texts of modern 
sf, H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895). As will become evident shortly, the 
parallels between Wells’s and Mitchell’s narratives run even deeper. While 
both the novel and the film thus undertake a central labour of the utopian 
narrative from More’s founding work onward – what E.P. Thompson refers to 
as an ‘education of desire … to open a way to aspiration’ for a radically other 
future (791) – they do so in quite different ways. 

A seemingly more minor change occurs in the 1930s Künstlerroman section, 
and the source of the novel’s title, ‘Letters from Zedelghem’. The young and 
ambitious English composer, Robert Frobisher, describes his masterpiece in a 
way that also applies to the novel’s formal structure: 
a ‘sextet for overlapping soloists’: piano, clarinet, ’cello, flute, oboe, and violin, each in 
its own language of key, scale, and color. In the first set, each solo is interrupted by its 
successor: in the second, each interruption is recontinued, in order. Revolutionary or 
gimmicky? Shan’t know until it’s finished. (445)

It is this work that the 1970s conspiracy thriller’s protagonist, Luisa Rey, 
encounters first-hand: 
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The music in the Lost Chord Music Store subsumes all thoughts of Spyglass, Sixsmith, 
Sachs, and Grimaldi. The sound is pristine, river-like, spectral, hypnotic ... intimately 
familiar. Luisa stands, entranced, as if living in a stream of time. ‘I know this music,’ she 
tells the store clerk, who eventually asks if she’s okay. ‘What the hell is it?’ (408)

When this scene is repeated in the adaptation, we, the viewers, along with 
Luisa (Halle Berry) hear the actual music. Moreover, it is used throughout the 
film as part of the score. In presenting the sextet in this way, the film violates 
the prescription issued by Ernst Bloch in his magisterial essay, ‘A Philosophical 
View of the Novel of the Artist’ (1965), not to provide us with any represen-
tation of the imagined work of art. This is because for Bloch, 
this emptiness of the work within a work, this blank canvas at the center, is the very 
locus of the not-yet-existent itself; and it is precisely this essentially fragmentary and 
aesthetically unsatisfying structure of the novel of the artist which gives it its ontological 
value as a form and figure of the movement of the future incomplete before us. (Jameson 
Marxism 131–2)

All of this points towards the nature of the more consequential changes that 
occur in the adaptation, most readily apparent in its very different conclusion. 
Both narratives come to their climax with Ewing’s confrontation with his 
father-in-law concerning his resolution to join the Abolitionist struggle then 
raging in the US. Even here, the presentation differs significantly: whereas in 
the novel, Ewing imagines a future confrontation, which may or may not ever 
take place, the film stages its unfolding in a San Francisco parlour, Ewing’s 
dedicated wife Tilda (Doona Bae) by his side. The closing line in both cases 
is identical. Ewing’s father-in-law, Haskell Moore (Hugo Weaving), warns of 
both the dangers of this undertaking and the fact that no matter what they 
achieve, it will amount ‘to no more than one drop in a limitless ocean’, to 
which Ewing (Jim Sturgess) replies, ‘Yet what is any ocean but a multitude of 
drops?’ (509). The novel concludes here, but the film adds a coda in which we 
see Zachry (Tom Hanks), the narrator of the post-apocalypse story, inhabiting 
a utopian community located on another world, the Earth but a bright blue 
star in the sky. This direct figuration of a utopian future gives the lie to the 
father-in-law’s words.

Every narrative in the film similarly concludes with a glimpse of an achieved 
utopia, be it the reunion of former lovers in the present-day story, ‘The Ghastly 
Ordeal of Timothy Cavendish’ (thereby transforming Mitchell’s farce into the 
utopian narrative practice Stanley Cavell names the comedy of remarriage), 
or the successful revolution that we are assured occurs after the close of the 
dystopian plot (a success indicated by the heroic statues built to honour the 
clone slave, Somni-451 (Doona Bae), Zachry encounters during his journey). 
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Indeed, the conclusion of the dystopia departs utterly from Mitchell’s original, 
which comes to a climax with the unsettling revelation that the entire plot has 
been staged by the corporate Unanimity in order 
To generate the show trial of the decade. To make every last pureblood in Nea So Copros 
mistrustful of every last fabricant. To manufacture downstrata consent for the Juche’s new 
Fabricant Xpiry Act. To discredit Abolitionism. You can see, the whole conspiracy has 
been a resounding success. (348–9)

(The echoes of the 9/11 Truth movement’s own conspiracy theories are readily 
apparent.) Similarly, no rescue occurs at the end of Zachary’s story, and all 
indications are that human civilization has permanently collapsed; or will, at 
best, and along the lines first plotted by Walter M. Miller’s classic Cold War 
post-apocalyptic novel, A Canticle for Leibowitz (1959), begin again its long 
arduous climb, only to fall once more in some even more distant future. All of 
this suggests that in the novel, and unlike in the film, Ewing’s father-in-law’s 
misanthropic views are the true ones.

It would be far too easy to conclude from this that the film counters the 
novel’s pessimism with a more proper utopian optimism. But to view the matter 
in this binary fashion would be to miss the richly dialectical nature of Mitchell’s 
narrative. By eschewing the guarantees of success offered in the film, Mitchell 
relocates utopia in our actions. In the novel’s penultimate paragraph, Ewing 
declares, ‘A life spent shaping a world I want Jackson [his son] to inherit, not 
one I fear Jackson shall inherit, this strikes me as a life worth the living’ (508). 
We should hear in these words echoes of the conclusion of Wells’s The Time 
Machine, in which the narrator similarly recalls that the now vanished Time 
Traveller ‘thought but cheerlessly of the Advancement of Mankind, and saw 
in the growing pile of civilization only a foolish heaping that must inevitably 
fall back upon and destroy its makers in the end’ (91), conclusions seemingly 
verified by his experiences. The narrator then adds, ‘If that is so, it remains for 
us to live as though it were not so’ (91). In both cases, what is being underscored 
is the fictionality of all narratives, and the ways such fictions mirror back to us 
our deepest beliefs; and thus, as Ewing puts it, ‘Belief is both prize & battlefield, 
within the mind & in the mind’s mirror, the world’ (Mitchell 508). 

In this lesson, both narratives resonate with the outlook of one of the 
twentieth century’s great dialectical utopian thinkers, Antonio Gramsci. In 
one of his most celebrated letters from prison, he writes,
It seems to me that under such conditions prolonged for years, and with such psycho-
logical experiences, a man should have reached the loftiest stage of stoic serenity and 
should have acquired such a profound conviction that man [sic] bears within himself the 
sources of his own moral strength, that everything depends on him, on his energy, on his 
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will, on the iron coherence of the aims that he sets for himself and the means he adopts 
to realize them, that he will never again despair and lapse into those vulgar, banal states 
of mind that are called pessimism and optimism. My state of mind synthesizes these two 
emotions and overcomes them: I’m a pessimist because of intelligence but an optimist 
because of will. In all circumstances I think first of the worst possibility in order to set in 
motion all the reserves of my will and be in a position to knock down the obstacle. I have 
never entertained any illusions and I have never suffered disappointments. (299) 

It is precisely a thinking first of the worst possibilities that is undertaken by 
both Wells and Mitchell. The film does offer us a thrilling example of utopian 
romanticism, an optimism of the intellect that encourages an optimism of the 
will to act. However, the dangers in such a stance, Gramsci elsewhere warns, are 
twofold. On the one hand, an optimism of the intellect can give way to passivity: 
if the future is guaranteed, why act to bring it about? Even more dire is the 
possibility that repeated defeats will lead to the collapse of romantic enthusiasm 
into pessimism. Ewing remains clear-eyed about his prospects for success: ‘I am 
not deceived. It is the hardest of worlds to make real. Tortuous advances won 
over generations can be lost by a single stroke of a myopic president’s pen or a 
vainglorious general’s sword’ (508). And yet even in the face of such possibilities 
– realised in our history in the events following 9/11 to which this passage 
obliquely refers – his commitment to bringing about another future remains 
firm. This is even more so the case for the doomed Somni-451, who reminds her 
interrogator, ‘As Seneca warned Nero: No matter how many of us you kill, you 
will never kill your successor’ (349). The lesson in these narratives is that utopia 
is not no-where, an imagined future, but exists in the concrete now-here, in our 
collective struggles to make the world we want. It is in its encouragement of us 
to occupy such a world that Cloud Atlas’ true utopian brilliance lies.

Utopian curatorial praxis: on Ben Rivers’s Slow Action 

Rhys Williams

Utopus … designed to separate them from the 
continent, and to bring the sea quite round them.

Thomas More

Thomas More’s utopian construction required, firstly and famously, a 
conceptual space. Thus King Utopus made the conditions of possibility for 
his utopia by cleaving an island from the mainland. The island is fertile 
ground for the utopian imagination. Following Deleuze, dreaming of islands 
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is dreaming of pulling away, of being separate, and of beginning afresh. 
Islands are separated from continents, but islands are also that which we 
employ to separate ourselves from what exists; islands originate in the ocean, 
but they are also sites of an origin. It is their boundedness and isolation that 
are important.

From polis to island to nation to globe, the size and constitution of the 
bounded space in which utopia could be thought has shifted with the conditions 
of the age. Along with this spatial transformation came a temporal one: from 
a plausible non-place in which to enact better policies, utopia shifted into the 
future, becoming a horizon for transformative action in the here-and-now. 
These latter teleological utopias, patterned after the mentalité of progress, and 
increasingly embroiled in capitalist discourses of globalisation, technocracy 
and endless growth, themselves then collapsed as a scaffold of belief. First 
in the 1960s and 1970s, pointed up most clearly by New Wave sf visions of 
entropic decline; briefly resurrected with the birth of the internet and the rapid 
spread of information technology; only to fall again in light of the brutality 
of post 9/11 neo-colonial policy, and again with the crash of 2008. While time 
continues to pass, notions of exerting realistic agency in altering the course of 
history, and with them any strong sense of an alternative future, wither away. 
Agency shifts from human hands to extra-human forces: Capital and Nature, 
synthesised as a World-Ecology; Capitalocene. Apart from a pie-in-the-sky 
techno-utopianism that even its proponents cannot take seriously, apocalypse 
reigns again; the future flattens into a chronic present whose only linear 
resolution is ecological collapse, now invested with a perverse utopian desire: 
the slate wipes itself clean. 

Beginning with the premise of catastrophically risen sea-levels, Ben Rivers’s 
Slow Action (UK 2011)12 aims to present a series of potential utopias that 
arise in the aftermath. The most contemporary chronological structuring – 
ecological collapse – here provides the opportunity to return to the origins of 
utopian thinking – bounded and isolated islands. Far from blank, however, 
these islands are inhabited by the ruins of our age.

The four sections of the film mark out a range of potential thought about 
utopia. The first island, ‘Eleven’, is founded on the valorisation of pure, rational, 
mathematical thought. But unlike a dystopian Fordist nightmare, here such 
valorisation has led to a bare simplicity of life, the inhabitants devoting their 
time to stargazing at night, when the universe is revealed in all its truth. The 
second utopia, ‘Society Islands’, is a string of islands, each with a different 

12. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVruPaRsWRs.
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social structure. The inhabitants are always aware of other possible utopias, 
and are free to explore them at will. The uniqueness of these islands lies in 
the dominance of narrative as a social principle – to the extent that suicide 
is the normal mode of death, as the choice of how to seal your own narrative 
is considered a crucial one, with ramifications on how your life as a whole is 
understood. The third island, ‘Kanzennashima’, holds only one inhabitant, a 
self-professed madman, whose utopia manifests a complex temporality. For 
him, utopia can only be approached, never reached, and it lies in the past – not 
as a golden age, but as the ruins of its own ruins, whose recreation can only 
come about through constant efforts of rearticulation. These efforts themselves 
are the utopia, we understand. This complex but beautiful idea – the doubling 
of a ruin – suggests a mode of agency able to engage with the remnants of the 
past and to expose within their ruins another – the ruins of a potential past, 
a Benjaminian redeeming of the past in the present. Finally, the fourth island, 
‘Somerset’, is in permanent, semi-ritualised revolution; utopia through a refusal 
to entrench. The old people fight and die in battle, while the young, unjaded by 
experience, govern. The principle here is the constant effort to reproduce and 
maintain that moment of perfect accord that marks the founding of a utopia – 
that moment of coming together of more than one individual and their desires 
and dreams (founded initially no doubt in a rejection of the present), symbiotic 
with the destruction of the old, and the promise or potential of an open future 
not yet corrupted by its own limited realisation. 

To create its utopias, the film uses footage of real places presented as future 
ruins. But they are present realities, which makes a ruin of the present, and 
catapults us into a position of seeing the present as past, as ruins of a now-past 
age. The temporality is further complicated by the narrative present of the film 
being set even further into the future, looking back at these island utopias as 
curios, entries in a Great Encyclopaedia of Utopias, diligently collected by a 
lineage of Curators. These future islands are thus present perfect: they will 
have been. The ecological catastrophe, and the socio-diversity that arises in 
aftermath, are certainties. But they are comprised of a collage of the present, 
with images of real ruined or otherworldly locations estranged through the 
camera’s lingering eye, through clever juxtaposition and framing, through 
splicing with an alienating soundtrack salvaged from 1970s sf films (past 
representations of the future). All of which is presented under a guiding 
narrative written by Mark von Schlegell with no knowledge of the kind of 
footage Rivers was going to take, and which often opens up a rift between 
narrative and visual content that the viewer cannot reconcile. One can only 
guess what the narrative present of the film is like, but I would suggest that it 



121Utopia anniversary symposium

be inferred as the organising principle of the conflicting elements of the film: 
a post-utopian, curatorial perspective that manages to suspend within itself 
the formal and temporal tensions of ruin and futurity, apocalypse and utopia, 
submission and agency. 

The presence of so many competing and contradictory temporalities in the 
film, from past futures to present pasts, points to a dominant temporality that is 
comprised precisely of the variegated ruination of temporalities in the present. 
In turn, the organising principle of the film as a series of future-perfect encyclo-
paedia entries points to curatorial practice as a potential ground for reasserting 
agency in the present. Fredric Jameson has recently asserted that our era suffers 
from a ‘collective loss of historicity’ (‘Aesthetics’ 120), and pinpoints the rise of 
curatorial practice and form from art to financial derivatives as the definitive 
symptom. Such practice produces for Jameson a series of singularity-events, 
objects that cannot be universalised, generalised or totalised, and which speak 
of the effort and failure to map the postmodern experience of individuals and 
of communities, and of the relation between the two. The perfection of such 
an effort has surely long been the paradox at the heart of utopias. If Jameson 
is correct, and present conditions make this impossible effort the key political 
dilemma of our age’s ruined temporality, then perhaps Slow Action, with its 
conscious effort to curate a series of resonant, yet pointedly singular (non-total, 
non-universal) utopian figures, is the appropriate mode in which to orient 
ourselves in the wasteland, with a view to effective future praxis.
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