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JUMPSTART: THE LITERARY UTOPIA IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE FUTURE 

Joe P. L. Davidson 

Abstract 

At first glance, the association between utopia and the future is obvious. The rise of the 

modern time regime in the eighteenth century positioned the future as the realm of the new 

and the better. This triggered a temporalisation of the utopian form. While utopias published 

in the early modern period were set elsewhere in the world, beginning with Louis-Sébastien 

Mercier’s L’An 2440 (1771), utopias start to be set in the future. However, despite this strong 

association between utopia and the future, it is unclear whether it is still viable today. The 

future is not what it used to be. In light of the social catastrophes of modernity and awareness 

of the failure of past attempts to effect a utopian break, the idea that the future will bring 

liberation appears naïve. All of this poses a challenge to utopia. If visions of new worlds have 

traditionally found their home in the future, then how does utopia ground itself in temporal 

terms in the current crisis of the future? How do utopians respond to the supporting condition 

of the modern time regime being pulled out from under their feet?  

To address these questions, Jumpstart begins, in Part I, by tracing the relationship between 

utopia and futurity from the eighteenth century to the early twentieth century via readings of 

Mercier’s L’An 2440, William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890), H. G. Wells’s In the 

Days of the Comet (1906), and W. E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” (1920). While these texts 

appear to confidently embrace the modern time regime, doubts and uncertainties about the 

future are already evident. Mercier, Morris, Wells, and Du Bois anticipate, albeit in subtle 

ways, the concerns about the future that have now become commonplace. On this basis, Part 

II addresses the post-futural utopias that have emerged in the wake of the fall of modern time 

consciousness. Through readings of Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974), Buchi 

Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi (1983), Marge Piercy’s He, She and It (1991), Nalo 

Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000), Sarah Hall’s The Carhullan Army (2007), Carl 

Neville’s Eminent Domain (2020), and Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry for the Future 

(2020), I suggest that the utopian genre is a hangover from modern temporality. It looks 

backwards to a time when everything appeared bent on novelty and otherness as a means of 

sneaking social hope into a stalled world.  
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Introduction 

Utopia, in and against the future  

Oscar Wilde, writing at the end of the nineteenth century in The Soul of Man Under 

Socialism (1891), penned one of the most famous remarks on utopia:  

A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it 

leaves out the one country at which Humanity is always landing. And when Humanity 

lands there, it looks out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail. Progress is the 

realisation of Utopias.1 

By the time Wilde was writing, the map of the world was littered with utopias. Find a 

secluded and remote geographical location, and you were likely to stumble across a 

community more perfect than your own, whether it be Thomas More’s isolated island in 

Utopia (1516), Tommaso Campanella’s plain under the equator in La città del Sole [The City 

of the Sun] (1602), or Margaret Cavendish’s society beyond the North Pole in The Blazing 

World (1666). Yet, there is something that disturbs Wilde’s speculative cartography. Notice, 

the remark ends with a reference to progress, implying the most appropriate locale for utopia 

is not another place on the planet but instead the future. The act of sailing towards utopia 

involves a movement through time; utopia is not already on the map, waiting to be 

discovered, but instead the fruit of the progressive drive of history. Wilde’s subtle 

‘temporalization of utopia’, to borrow Reinhart Koselleck’s phrase, captures a shift in how 

new worlds are imagined.2 By the end of the nineteenth century, temporal utopianising was 

the dominant trend, the fin de siècle revival of utopianism – triggered by Edward Bellamy’s 

vision of Boston in the twenty-first century in Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (1888) – 

imagining futural transformations of familiar geographical locations.  

Wilde’s alignment of utopia and futurity thus makes sense. If the movement of time is 

concurrent with the new and the better, a vision of liberation and fulfilment finds a perfect 

home in the future. However, does this still hold today? The future is not what it once was. If, 

at the moment when Wilde was writing, there was a relative cultural consensus, at least in 

Europe, that the future held the key to the redemption of the sufferings of the present, such 

confidence has very much waned. The catastrophes of the first half of the twentieth century, 

 
1 Wilde, The Soul of Man Under Socialism, 1028.  
2 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History, 85. 
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culminating with Auschwitz and Hiroshima, splintered the hope that the future would 

necessarily be better than the present, something only confirmed by the backlashes and 

reversals of the 1970s and 1980s, the declaration of the end of history in 1989, and the 

overlapping crises – political, environmental, and economic – of the contemporary 

conjuncture. All of this has impelled, in popular culture at least, a movement backwards, a 

nostalgia boom in which everything from music and fashion trends to the memory of disaster 

eternally returns, the past weighing like a nightmare on the creative endeavours of the living. 

The crisis of the future also pervades theoretical discourse. Consider the post-Koselleckian 

attempts to grapple with the travails of modern time consciousness, Marxist melancholia 

triggered by the collapse of the socialist project in the twentieth century, or the rueful longing 

of feminist and postcolonial scholars for the magnificent failures of the global 1960s.3 These 

interventions, for all their diversity, point to the collapse of the future, embodying a feeling 

that progress is no longer the realisation of utopias.  

Jumpstart is concerned with the meaning of this crisis of the future for the literary utopia. 

Utopia, as Wilde indicates, has long been entwined with the future, to the point where the two 

words – utopia and futurity – are almost synonymous. This is confirmed by the discussion of 

literary utopias published in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early-twentieth centuries in the 

first part of the study. Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s L’An 2440 [The Year 2440] (1771), William 

Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890), H. G. Wells’s In the Days of the Comet (1906), and W. 

E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” (1920) are tied together by an attempt to imagine a utopian 

world in the future. However, the collapse of the future poses a challenge to utopia, one of the 

key struts that has supported the utopian endeavour since the eighteenth century has been 

knocked out. How has the literary utopia weathered this shift in time consciousness? For it is 

clear that utopia has survived; authors are still penning visions of better places. The texts 

addressed in detail in the second part of this study – Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed 

(1974), Buchi Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi (1983), Marge Piercy’s He, She and It (1991), 

Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000), Sarah Hall’s The Carhullan Army (2007), and 

Carl Neville’s Eminent Domain (2020) – attest to the continued power of the utopian 

 
3 Post-Koselleckian accounts include Assmann, Is Time Out of Joint?; Gumbrecht, Our Broad 

Present; Hartog, Regimes of Historicity. Marxist reactions include Fisher, Capitalist Realism; 

Harootunian, Marx After Marx; Jameson, Postmodernism; Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia. On 

nostalgia for the heroics of the anti-colonial age, see Dirlik, The Postcolonial Aura; Scott; Conscripts 

of Modernity; Young, Postcolonialism. Feminist accounts of nostalgia for the Women’s Liberation 

movement of the 1970s include Eichhorn, The Archival Turn; Freeman, Time Binds; Hesford, Feeling 

Women’s Liberation; Weeks, “The Vanishing Dialectic.” 
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tradition. Something that began with Thomas More in the sixteenth century is still with us 

today, offering a formula for the imagination of new worlds.  

The collapse of the future has threatened but not destroyed utopia. This study is concerned 

with how utopian writers have articulated the desire for a better world in a context where the 

future appears closed to hopeful possibilities. Jumpstart is focused on the survival strategies 

of the utopian genre, the ways in which a form of writing that, by all rights, should be dead 

and buried has persevered. Utopia, I contend, possesses an inertial power, a hangover from 

the culture of the future that has succeeded in reproducing itself today. The form, in the 

contemporary moment, has a strange, almost paradoxical, temporal status. It is a genre that, 

on the one hand, offers images of new and unexpected future worlds but, on the other hand, is 

strongly associated with a moment of history that is now passed. Jumpstart contributes to the 

tradition of utopian studies, offering an account of the entwinement of visions of other worlds 

and the temporal category of the future in the current conjuncture. Utopia has long been 

understood as a mutable genre, something that changes as new criticisms are directed against 

it. My task is to trace how the distinctive pressures of the crisis of the future have reformed 

utopia, probing how the profound changes in time consciousness in recent decades have 

morphed imaginative accounts of other worlds.  

More than this, however, I contend that the strategies used by the writers examined to save 

the literary utopia have a broader political and social significance. If one thing has become 

clear, it is that the crisis of the future is a problem. The days in which the post-futural 

condition was approached as an end of history, in which all the essential questions of the 

world had been settled, or the harbinger of a postmodern playfulness, allowing for the 

contingent coming together of old styles and trends, are long gone. In a world defined by 

impending climate catastrophe, burgeoning inequality, and racist and imperialist violence, the 

inability to posit the future as a realm of radical betterment provokes a sense of anxiety and 

fatalism, a feeling that the imaginative capacities of the contemporary moment are 

insufficient. Jumpstart is a response to this situation, its detour through literary utopianising 

focused on excavating a set of tactics that both acknowledge the crisis of the future and break 

through it. The future is, in this way, retooled; the stalled movement towards liberation 

jumpstarted by the temporal imaginaries of the utopian tradition. The coming together of past 

and future in the literary utopia, the fact that its visions of the new have an untimely presence 

in the world, smuggles hope into the present. In Elizabeth Freeman’s terms, the utopias 

discussed here exert a ‘temporal drag’; they pull post-futurism back to the futurism of the 
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past and, in the process, disturb the contours of both futurism and post-futurism.4 If utopian 

authors can rejuvenate the new and better in an unpropitious historical moment, might they 

provide an example to others, offering a set of tools that can be taken up to infuse the cultural 

landscape with a transformative impulse? My study addresses how utopian literature 

represents a fecund yet underutilised resource for thinking through and responding to the 

temporal crisis of the present. At stake is utopia both as a form of writing and a way of doing 

politics, with the strategies by which utopians have recuperated the undischarged potential of 

the genre pointing to the possibility of new horizons of liberation. 

The collapse of the future  

What exactly does it mean to talk about the collapse of the future? In one sense, this seems 

like a bizarre proposition. Certain kinds of futurity still have widespread currency. For 

example, the march of financialisation since the 1970s has intensified the hold of the future in 

everyday life. Whether it be mortgages or student loans in the Global North or microcredit in 

the Global South, individuals are encouraged to plot their lives for decades to come. Or, 

alternatively, consider the case of climate change. The forecasts produced by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggest that it is possible to peer ahead, such 

that we know how much global temperatures will increase if current trends continue. None of 

this, however, is really what is at stake in talk of the collapse of the future. This phrase refers 

to something more specific than the generic idea that there is still time to come, referring 

instead to a particular shift in time consciousness that occurs at some point between the end 

of the Second World War and the turn of the millennium. Bluntly put, the future was once 

associated with radical hopes for new and different worlds but, by the end of the twentieth 

century, this was no longer the case. After the experience of social catastrophe, revolutionary 

reversals, and countless false starts, the future lost its sheen, becoming a category denuded of 

the liberatory contents that it once contained.  

In fact, both financialisation and climate change, rather than defying the collapse of the 

future, exemplify it. The rise of debt in recent decades has diluted a crucial aspect of the 

modern time regime: that the future is defined by unpredictability and alterity. Instead, as 

Maurizio Lazzarato comments, debt obligations control and neutralise the future: ‘What 

matters is finance’s goal of reducing what will be to what is, that is, reducing the future and 

 
4 Freeman, Time Binds, 62.  
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its possibilities to current power relations.’5 Something similar occurs in relation to climate 

forecasts. Whereas the future was once associated with progress and betterment, the best that 

can be hoped for now is the deferral of catastrophe, with politicians scrambling around to find 

ways to perpetuate the current social order in the face of the environmental earthquake. In 

Clive Hamilton’s words: ‘Humans can dream of utopia only while Gaia sleeps.’6 We have 

moved into a world where the watchwords are survival and endurance, not liberation and 

transformation. 

The rise of financialisation and the impending climate catastrophe are caught up in the 

changing contours of time consciousness, affirming a shift in how the future is understood. 

Phenomena such as these demonstrate how temporality has changed since the emergence of 

modern time consciousness in eighteenth-century Europe. It was only at this moment that the 

future became associated with the new and the different. Baldly speaking, before the 

eighteenth century, the movement of history was defined by the logic of repeatability.7 The 

circular conception of history, for example, posited that all moments of history have their 

twin in the past, such that society is a process of movement and return. Similarly, the 

exemplary mode of history suggested that great figures and events of the past are a guide and 

measure for the present. This, however, began to change in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. In François Hartog’s words, the new understanding of time produced in this 

moment was centred on ‘the nonrepeatable’, with the future understood to involve ‘a rupture 

with the past, or at least a differentiation from it’.8 With the coming together of rupture and 

futurity, a hole is punctured in the older conceptions of history. Contra the circular image, the 

future contains novelty; something may occur that is entirely unprecedented. And, against the 

exemplary conception, the best is yet to come. To borrow Koselleck’s famous terms, a 

distance between the space of experience and the horizon of expectation emerged in the 

 
5 Lazzarato, The Making of the Indebted Man, 46. See also de Goede, Virtue, Fortune, and Faith, 21-

46; Federici, “From Commoning to Debt”; Joseph, Debt to Society, 61-90; Martin, Financialization of 

Daily Life, 13-54.  
6 Hamilton, “Human Destiny,” 37. I return to the relationship between the Anthropocene, utopia, and 

the future in the conclusion.  
7 I will complicate this statement as the chapter develops. However, many emphasise the radical 

difference between premodern time consciousness, defined by repetition, and modern time 

consciousness, defined by novelty. For some particularly strong statements, see Assmann, Is Time Out 

of Joint? 93-105; Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, 66-77; Hölscher, Die Entdeckung der Zukunft, 17-

46; Koselleck, Futures Past, 263-275.  
8 Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, 105.  
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such that the past was no longer a reliable guide to the 

future.9  

The twentieth century began with great hopes for the future, its early decades defined by the 

radicalisation of the conception of history that had been fermenting in the previous centuries. 

The desire for the new cut across politics, society and culture, each realm embracing the 

positive value of change and rupture.10 However, as the century developed, this hopefulness 

began to wither, the future becoming charged with a sense of foreboding. The catastrophes of 

the first half of the century were key here. The disasters of the modern age hang heavy over 

the concept of the future. In the face of the experience of the industrial slaughter of the First 

World War, the degeneration of the Russian Revolution, the Holocaust, and the invention and 

use of the nuclear bomb, it is no longer possible to affirm the idea that a better future is 

written into the present. Pierre-André Taguieff puts this point particularly powerfully: ‘The 

short and terrible twentieth century, which began with the First World War, seems to 

constitute a long and systematic empirical refutation of all the certainties and optimistic 

predictions conveyed by the religion of Progress.’11 This was reinforced by the experience of 

the second half of the twentieth century. The events of the 1970s and 1980s – economic 

crises, conservative backlashes, mass unemployment, the chipping away at welfarism, the 

emergence of a new ecological consciousness, and the ebbing of decolonisation – further 

weakened the notion that the passage of time coincides with amelioration.12 However, the 

real turning point occurred in 1989. The fall of the Berlin Wall, and subsequent collapse of 

the Soviet Union, put a seal on the torrent of revolutionary desires unleashed in 1917, 

marking the end of a political project that had committed itself to the new and the better.13 

The century ended with a sense of exhaustion, a feeling that the projects of the past had been 

discredited and there were no new beginnings to come.  

A key feature of post-futurism is the death of progress, one of the linchpin concepts of the 

modern time regime in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In declaring the future will be 

radically different and substantively better than the present, the notion of progress draws 

 
9 Koselleck, Futures Past, 255-276.  
10 Berardi, After the Future, 15-68; Hölscher, Die Entdeckung der Zukunft, 129-197; Kern, The 

Culture of Time, 89-108.  
11 Taguieff, Le sens du progrès, 148. All translations from texts cited in French and German are my 

own. 
12 On this moment, see Esposito, “Von no future bis Posthistoire.” 
13 Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, 104-107; Lorenz, “The Times,” 114-115; Traverso, Left-Wing 

Melancholia, 2-21. 
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together the resonant themes of modern time consciousness.14 Yet, over the course of the 

twentieth century, progress was steadily discredited. Where once the concept was hegemonic, 

such that there was a widespread feeling that the future would fulfil the promises of the 

present, it is now, for the most part, treated with scepticism.15 The catastrophes of the past 

have created a more cautious attitude towards the future. All the phenomena thought to 

undergird endless progress have, over the last century, turned back on themselves and 

delivered intensified forms of devastation.16 In this context, the future is charged with a new 

anxiety. The predominance of fear over hope, that the future will deliver new threats (both 

known and unknown), inaugurates conservatism and trepidation.17  

The catastrophes of the twentieth century have also contributed to a new emphasis on the 

power of the past. In modern time consciousness, defined by a sense of progressive 

development, the degradations of history were precisely that which were to be escaped from; 

there was a rupture between the liberation of the future and the failures of the past, such that 

the latter could be largely forgotten. Particularly since the 1980s, this has begun to change. 

Booming concern in heritage, memory, and nostalgia signals a turn from the future to the 

past.18 In John Torpey’s oft-quoted remark: ‘When the future collapses, the past rushes in.’19 

The end of grand visions of hopeful futures has not resulted in an end of expansive temporal 

visions; the focus is not solely on the here and now. Instead, temporal horizons have moved 

backwards. The rise of memory is intimately connected to the experience of catastrophe, with 

the act of remembrance a means by which the destructive events of the past can be worked 

through and responded to. There is now something suspect about the forgetfulness of modern 

time consciousness; the desire to move on from ‘historical wounds’ is an act of temporal 

injustice, such that there is an ethical duty to remember the victims of the twentieth century.20  

The contemporary moment is caught between a blocked future and a haunting past, to the 

point where, as Berber Bevernage comments, ‘a realistic horizon of expectation still or again 

 
14 Koselleck, “Fortschritt.”  
15 On the travails of progress, see Nisbet, History of the Idea of Progress; Rapp, Fortschritt; 

Salvadori, Progress; Taguieff, Le sens du progrès. 
16 This is, of course, the lesson of Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society (1986) and Zygmunt Bauman’s 

Modernity and the Holocaust (1991).  
17 Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, 196-199; Nowotny, Time, 45-53; Simon, History, 7-11.  
18 For some influential statements on the new power of the past, see Boym, The Future of Nostalgia; 

Guffey, Retro; Huyssen, Present Pasts; Jameson, Postmodernism.  
19 Torpey, “The Pursuit of the Past,” 242. See also Roberts, History of the Present, 3-4. 
20 Chakrabarty, “History,” 77.  
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closely resembles or even coincides with an often tragic space of experience’.21 With the 

coming together of experience and expectation, repeatability, once again, becomes the key 

word. The future contains not novelty but the continuation of the contours of the present, 

while the past eternally returns, to the point where it appears impossible to escape. A few 

caveats should be added to this picture. The first point to emphasise is that no form of time 

consciousness is ever entirely dominant, it always has rivals. Societies are ‘multitemporal’, 

they ‘do not live in a cocoon of a monolithic time regime […] but also cultivate numerous 

forms of time existing parallel to each other’.22 In each of the historical moments discussed 

above, there are forms of time consciousness that cut against the grain, whether this be the 

Augustinian emphasis on developmental novelty in the Middle Ages, the cultural pessimism 

of fin de siècle Europe, or the Silicon Valley-style techno-utopianism of the 1990s and 

2000s.23 As I discuss further below, Jumpstart is centred on a genre of writing that embodies 

such multitemporality. The literary utopia is a Janus-faced form that contains both the old 

boldness of modern time consciousness and the new trepidation of the post-futural condition.  

The politics of time is not only concerned with the struggles between different conceptions of 

historical movement. It is also about the normative and ethical assessment of the hegemonic 

mode of time consciousness. There is no consensus regarding the value of the collapse of the 

future. As indicated above, in the 1980s and 1990s, there was a drive towards the celebration 

of the end of progress. One thinks of the rise of postmodern consciousness in these decades, 

which foregrounded the liberatory possibilities of living after progress; without the 

overarching narratives of modernity, a new freedom, centred on the contingency and 

malleability of the world, emerged.24 The neoconservative declaration of the end of history in 

the aftermath of the events of 1989 also articulated a hopeful approach to the collapse of 

modern time consciousness.25 With the key historical questions settled, all that remained was 

to generalise the winning formula of liberal democracy and free market capitalism. However, 

for many others, particularly those on the left, the collapse of the future is suffused with 

melancholy.26 The death of the great hopes of the twentieth century inaugurates a condition in 

 
21 Bevernage, History, Memory, 109. 
22 Landwehr, “Alte Zeiten, Neue Zeiten,” 25. See also Adam, Timewatch, 12-42. 
23 The idea that Augustine’s Christian history anticipates the modern notion of progress is 

commonplace. For some influential accounts, see Agamben, “Time and History”; Löwith, Meaning in 

History, 160-173. Walter Laqueur gives a good overview of pessimism at the end of the century 

(“Fin-de-siècle”). On techno-utopianism, see Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture. 
24 The classic statement here is Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition (1979). 
25 Fukuyama, The End of History.  
26 Brown, “Resisting Left Melancholy.” See n. 3 of this chapter for other melancholic reactions.  
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which the inequality, oppression, and violence of the present extend endlessly forward, 

extinguishing any sense of the possibility for an alternative order. Kate Eichhorn, 

commenting on the crisis of the future in the context of the feminist movement, suggests that 

there is an impulse to return to a time when ‘there was nothing for a feminist to be nostalgic 

about’.27 That is, the desire for a moment when the hope for a radically other future appeared 

natural and there was no need to rue the defeats of the past.  

As this indicates, the contemporary regime of time consciousness has its own internal history. 

The initial collapse of the future triggered the kind of postmodern and neoconservative 

hopefulness described above. The collision of experience and expectation, if it prevented the 

return of the catastrophes of the twentieth century, was to be welcomed as the basis for a 

more moderate, careful approach to the future. Increasingly, however, it has been the 

melancholic disposition to the collapse of the future that has dominated. The terrorist attacks 

on New York on 11 September 2001 marked, at least in the American context, an end to the 

positivity of what Phillip E. Wegner calls the “long 1990s”.28 The last decade has intensified 

the feeling of crisis that began to develop in the early 2000s. The global financial crash of 

2007-08, the failed uprisings in the Arab world of 2011, the sovereign debt crisis in Europe, 

the rise of authoritarian populism across the globe, and an impending climate disaster: all of 

this has chipped away at the initial hopefulness triggered by the end of history and left a 

sense of disappointment. Hartog’s comment on the financial crisis of the last decade (though 

the same could be said of the coronavirus crisis or the climate catastrophe) is useful here: ‘A 

mantra such as “the recovery” could suddenly sound reassuring because “recovering” means 

“getting back to where we were before.”’29 The crisis, it appears, has not triggered a vision of 

a new future but instead a desire to return back to a moment of stability, with the gaze 

directed towards the prosperity and peace of the 1990s (something always more apparent than 

real, in any case). The last decade has not broken ‘the treadmill of an unending now’ or 

triggered a return to the ruptural contours of modern time consciousness.30  

As the current sense of melancholia suggests, the barrier to imagining a future radically other 

to that which exists is a problem. In the face of financial crisis and climate disaster, the 

collapse of the future is not a sustainable proposition. At the same time, it is unclear how it is 

possible to move beyond this situation. One option is to return to the classic temporal 

 
27 Eichhorn, “Feminism’s There,” 259.  
28 Wegner, Life Between Two Deaths, 8-14. 
29 Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, xiv.  
30 Ibid., xv.  
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categories of modernity with a view to enacting what Alain Badiou calls a ‘rebirth of 

History’.31 If the end of history has failed us, this suggests, then the answer is simply to 

revive the old conception of the future as a time of rupture, break, and transformation. In one 

sense, this is an appealing approach. There are a wealth of theoretical materials, social 

experiments, and political movements from the eighteenth century to the twentieth century 

waiting to be redeemed in the present. However, such a strategy also confronts a problem. 

The collapse of the future was not an accident or a fluke. The old triumphalist notion of 

progress and the amnesiac attitude to the past were discredited for good reasons. The former 

stumbled in the face of the experience of the catastrophes of the twentieth century and the 

failure of revolutionary new beginnings, while the latter represented an act of historical 

injustice, a premature plastering over the wounds of the past in favour of the hope for a 

liberated future. The return to the future cannot ignore this; there is no way of leapfrogging 

over the experience of the last century.  

An alternative is to bite the bullet: accept the death of the future and attempt to reformulate 

an understanding of radical social and political change using alternative temporal schemas. 

Wendy Brown, for example, has suggested that there is a need to develop a ‘political 

substitute for progressive understandings’ and to break ‘the equation of progress with 

political optimism, as well as the equation of a critique of progress with nihilism or 

despair’.32 For Brown, it is insufficient to simply restate our faith in the future, and instead 

we need another concept – entailing a different set of theoretical and political commitments – 

to describe the act of imagining a better world. Such a conception would respond to the 

distinctive temporal contours of the present, registering the failure of the modern conception 

of the future via the articulation of a new liberatory consciousness. Yet, a problem also 

emerges with this strategy. There is a close connection, established during the two centuries 

in which modern time consciousness was hegemonic, between futurity and betterment. The 

link between the two has a residual cultural power that cannot be spliced by conceptual 

innovation. The future may be dead, but we still live in its shadow, our ability to imagine a 

better world is grounded in modes of temporal consciousness that are now discredited.  

The articulation of a response to the collapse of the future thus confronts a dilemma. On the 

one hand, the desire to return to the old concept of the future, in which it involves rupture and 

 
31 Badiou, The Rebirth of History, 5. See also Torpey, “The Pursuit of the Past.” 
32 Brown, Politics Out of History, 15. See also Assmann, Is Time Out of Joint? 224-232; Berardi, 

After the Future, 164-166; Clark, “For a Left With No Future.”  
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transformation, fails to register the profound changes that have occurred in the last few 

decades. The future is no longer innocent, it cannot be simply transplanted from the past to 

the present. On the other hand, it is difficult to articulate an understanding of the new and 

different without an engagement with the future as a concept. The cultural power of the future 

over radical imaginaries means that it is inauthentic and hollow to simply abandon this 

temporal category. A terminological shift alone is insufficient; hope for otherness is 

shadowed and disrupted by the collapse of the future. The implication is that the two 

moments of the history of the future, its hegemonic position and its subsequent fall, need to 

be kept equally within the gaze; a ricocheting movement between revolution and 

conservatism, liberation and catastrophe, amnesia and memory is required, each term 

transformed by its confrontation with the other. My contention is that the literary utopian 

tradition of writing is a fecund resource for working through this dilemma, elaborating a 

doubled mode of thinking that shuffles between the modern conception of the future and its 

collapse. What is it about the utopian form that makes it of particular value in this regard? 

Why turn to this mode of writing to articulate the desire for the new and the different in the 

aftermath of progress and in the age of memory?  

Why the literary utopia?  

Before turning to the value of the utopian form for thinking through questions of temporality, 

we face a more immediate question: What is the literary utopia? To begin thinking about this 

issue, it is first worth distinguishing between utopianism and the literary utopia.33 The former 

refers to what Ruth Levitas calls the ‘desire for a better way of being’.34 As the term desire 

indicates, utopianism is suffused in culture. The impulse towards a fulfilled existence, free 

from the discontents and sufferings of the contemporary world, is registered across a broad 

range of cultural productions. For instance, Ernst Bloch’s philosophy of utopia is propelled 

by an excavation of the utopian impulse as it appears in idle daydreaming, detective novels, 

and religious movements, thus demonstrating the pervasiveness of social hope in everyday 

life.35 The literary utopia, by contrast, refers to a particular expression of the utopian impulse: 

a sustained, textually-based attempt to imagine a socio-political order that is better than that 

of the author’s own, the most famous examples of which are More’s Utopia, Bellamy’s 

 
33 On this distinction, see Fortunati, “Utopia as a Literary Genre”; Ruyer, L’utopie, 9-26; Trousson, 

Voyages aux pays, 15-25; Wegner, “Utopia,” 79-80. 
34 Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, 9.  
35 Bloch, The Principle of Hope.  



12 

 

Looking Backward, and Le Guin’s The Dispossessed.36 The utopian form has the character of 

a ‘serious game’; there are rules that govern the attempt to imagine a new society, understood 

both negatively, there are some things it cannot do, and positively, there are certain things it 

must do.37 

The first rule is that utopias, in their attempts to imagine new worlds, do not foreground the 

supernatural, or things that are impossible within the world. Such phenomena, though 

occasionally present in utopias, are not their primary focus. This requirement demarcates the 

literary utopia from other modes of imagining a good place – the limitless abundance of the 

Land of Cockaigne, the eternal bliss of heaven, the harmony of the primordial Golden Age – 

that involve a fantastical imaginative element, either at the level of content or motivation.38 

The side-lining of supernatural phenomena helps to locate the distinctive focus of utopia as a 

literary genre. As Darko Suvin emphasises, the literary utopia is concerned with describing a 

‘quasi-human community’.39 Now, this does not mean that the protagonists of literary utopias 

are straightforwardly human. For instance, they may be alien sea creatures, as in Joan 

Slonczewski’s A Door into Ocean (1986). Nevertheless, the communities described are 

quasi-human in one specific sense: the texts are concerned with the socio-political worlds of 

the communities described, they focus on the institutions, mores, and practices of the 

societies imagined. In the typical utopia, the reader is offered a guided tour of the forms of 

life that operate in the new world imagined by the author, with elaborate descriptions of 

economic, governmental, familial, and cultural arrangements presented.  

With the side-lining of supernatural phenomena and the foregrounding of socio-political 

structures, the literary utopia, in one sense, places us in the world as it currently exists. What, 

then, differentiates utopias from novels focused on socio-political issues, the paradigmatic 

example being Charles Dickens’s Hard Times (1854)? The literary utopia, unlike naturalistic 

fiction, constructs a society that is both radically other and significantly better than the world 

of the author’s present. As Suvin famously claimed in relation to science fiction more 

generally, utopia is distinguished by the fact that it contains a novum, or a novel phenomenon 

 
36 Here I follow Darko Suvin’s definition of the genre: ‘Utopia is the verbal construction of a 

particular quasi-human community where sociopolitical institutions, norms, and individual 

relationships are organized according to a more perfect principle than in the author’s community’ 

(Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 49). For a good commentary on this definition, which in some 

ways anticipates my discussion below, see Wegner, “Utopia,” 79-81.  
37 Ruyer, L’utopie, 4. 
38 For what distinguishes the literary utopia from other modes of writing that imagine a better world, 

see Cioranescu, “Utopia”; Davis, Utopia, 20-40; Racine, “Paradise.”  
39 Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 49 
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that is ‘“totalizing” in the sense that it entails a change in the whole universe of the tale’.40 

The otherness of the literary utopia has an important effect: utopian fiction is concerned with 

a set of relations that are unfamiliar to author and reader. In contrast to naturalistic fiction, the 

setting of the utopia cannot be taken for granted; the socio-political world of the text becomes 

the object of explicit concern. Utopias are, for the most part, deficient when judged by the 

standards of naturalistic fiction; strong narratives and complex characters, while not 

abandoned, are largely subordinated to the task of describing the distinctiveness and 

desirability of the new society.41  

It is not yet clear, however, how the literary utopia relates to the question of temporality. In 

one sense, there is nothing inherently temporal about the utopian form. The basic rules of the 

utopian genre do not require that the different and better society be positioned in the future. 

As Wilde’s quotation indicates, the future has not always been the privileged location for 

utopian imaginaries. One need only consider More’s genre-inaugurating Utopia, which is set 

on a temporally coeval remote island, a place secluded from the rest of the world that can 

only be reached by the most intrepid traveller, to understand this. In the early modern period, 

the dominant mode of utopianising was spatial, with authors following the example of Utopia 

in placing their good societies elsewhere in the world. However, in the eighteenth century, a 

shift from space to time occurred in the literary utopia. The publication of Louis-Sébastien 

Mercier’s L’An 2440 in 1771, the first utopia set in the future, marked the beginning of the 

temporalisation of utopia. Nineteenth-century utopians followed suit, with Mary Griffith’s 

“Three Hundred Years Hence” (1836), Bellamy’s Looking Backward, and Morris’s News 

from Nowhere imagining futural transformations. All the utopias discussed here demonstrate 

a fidelity, though often not uncritical, to this tradition, offering visions of new and better 

worlds that emerge out of actually existing society.  

I will return to the temporalisation of utopia in Chapter 1, elaborating and complicating the 

account offered here. For the moment, the significance of this shift for thinking about the 

relationship between the utopian form and the future should be emphasised. The fact that the 

literary utopia undergoes a temporal metamorphosis in the eighteenth century is no accident. 

One of the conditions of possibility for the transformation of the utopian genre was the 

 
40 Ibid., 64.  
41 Frye, “Varieties of Literary Utopias,” 26; Jameson, The Seeds of Time, 54-67; Kumar, Utopia and 

Anti-Utopia, 25-26. Formal features of plot and character should not be completely dismissed. For 

instance, Tom Moylan suggests ‘the primacy of societal alternative over character and plot is 

reversed’ in the ‘critical’ utopias of the 1970s (Demand the Impossible, 44). 
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change in time consciousness that occurred in the eighteenth century. Utopian fiction, as we 

have seen, is concerned with a world that is unfamiliar to author and reader. It must contain a 

novum of some sort, an element of radical novelty that separates the society of the text from 

that which is currently experienced. All the time that the space of experience coincided with 

the horizon of expectation, the future did not offer a propitious home for the novum. If past 

and future are continuous, then the latter cannot contain anything radically new. However, 

with the rise of the modern time regime, this changed. The future opened as a realm that 

could accommodate the distinctive novelty of the utopian form. There is an intimate 

connection between modern time consciousness and the temporalisation of utopia; insofar 

that the former introduced novelty into the movement of history, it provided one of the 

conditions of possibility for imagining utopia in the future.  

The temporalisation of utopia suggests that a conventional association exists between, on the 

one hand, the literary utopia and, on the other, modern time consciousness. Given this, my 

turn to utopian fiction to rethink the future is not arbitrary; it is grounded in the temporal turn 

of utopias from Mercier onwards. Since the eighteenth century, these two modes of thinking 

about the contemporary world have been closely aligned, with the literary utopia extending 

and elaborating the accounts of history offered by the great propagandists of progress in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The utopian texts I examine in Jumpstart, in placing 

their visions of new and better societies in the future, partake in the temporal turn in the 

utopian form that began in the eighteenth century. They should be understood to embody the 

essential contours of modern time consciousness. That is, they posit some sort of rupture that 

radically transforms the social and political relations of the world; the future, for the utopians 

discussed here, represents a time of novelty and betterment, a moment that promises the 

possibility of a more fulfilled mode of life. There is a continuity in literary utopianising; the 

genre stretches back to, and is marked by, the time when the future was the dominant 

temporal category.  

Post-futurism and the utopian other 

Yet, a question emerges at this point: What happens to utopia after the collapse of the future? 

Bluntly put, utopianism has been one of the conceptual victims of the shift in time 

consciousness. Like many of the other futural concepts that emerged in the eighteenth 
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century, including progress and revolution, utopia has fallen out of favour in recent decades.42 

Now, it is important to stress here that there is nothing new about anti-utopianism. There 

have been many, often contradictory, currents of anti-utopianism in recent centuries, a 

tradition of thinking that stretches back at least as far as the conservative reaction to the 

French Revolution in the late eighteenth century.43 One of the most influential critiques was 

articulated by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the Manifest der Kommunistischen Partei 

[Manifesto of the Communist Party] (1848), which became the linchpin of orthodox historical 

materialist understandings of utopia in the twentieth century.44 For Marx and Engels, the 

utopian socialists, in their attempts to imagine the new society to come, put ‘personal 

inventive action’ in the place of the collective creative capacity of the proletariat.45 It is the 

responsibility of the class as a whole to elaborate the new order in the process of struggle, not 

individual theorists. Or, alternatively, consider the influential critique of utopias offered by 

the Cold War liberals from the 1940s to the 1980s, including Karl Popper, Isaiah Berlin, and 

Judith Shklar.46 Utopian thinking, on this account, was understood in terms of the desire for 

‘a static perfection in which human nature is finally fully realised, and all is still and 

immutable and eternal’.47 A perfect ideal, that is not open to debate or challenge, is declared 

and an attempt is then made to rigidly impose it on the heterogenous material of humanity. 

The only way to compel people to conform to the utopian model is through violence, its 

consequence being the totalitarianism experienced in the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany.  

Anti-utopianism is, in one sense, cumulative, with the older criticisms of the utopian tradition 

continuing to have a hold in the contemporary moment. In particular, utopianism has never 

shaken off its association with totalitarianism and violence.48 However, the collapse of the 

future poses some specific challenges to the attempt to imagine new and better socio-political 

orders. The first point to stress here is that the older criticisms of utopia were predicated on 

the idea that a new future was possible. As Theodor Adorno comments, ‘Marx and Engels 

 
42 Buck-Morss, Dreamworld and Catastrophe; Jacoby, The End of Utopia; Kumar, “The Ends of 

Utopia”; Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia.  
43 On the long history of anti-utopianism, see Claeys, Dystopia; Kumar, Utopia and Anti-Utopia.  
44 For accounts of Marxist anti-utopianism, see Geoghegan, Utopianism and Marxism, 39-54; 

Leopold, “On Marxian Utopophobia”; Webb, Marx, Marxism and Utopia, 4-35.  
45 Marx and Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, 515.  
46 Berlin, “The Decline of Utopian Ideas”; Popper, “Utopia and Violence”; Shklar, After Utopia. On 

the Cold War liberal critique of utopia, see Davis, “Isaiah Berlin”; Sargisson, Fool’s Gold? 24-31; 

Shorten, Modernism and Totalitarianism, 109-149. For an attempt to reconcile Shklar with 

utopianism, see Forrester, “Hope and Memory.” 
47 Berlin, “The Decline of Utopian Ideas,” 23.  
48 Jacoby, Picture Imperfect, x; Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia, 6.  
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were enemies of Utopia for the sake of its realization’.49 A liberated world was desired but 

writing recipes ‘for the cook-shops of the future’, to use Marx’s caustic remark on 

utopianising, was not seen as a legitimate or effective means of achieving it.50 For the Cold 

War liberals, utopian social orders were not desirable but they were entirely viable, 

something demonstrated by the historical experience of Nazi Germany and the contemporary 

reality of the Soviet Union. Since the collapse of the future, however, it is not only the 

effectiveness or desirability of utopia that is at stake, but its very possibility, even in the 

imagination. With the closure of the gap between expectation and experience, the idea that 

the future might be different and better than the present is threatened, it ceases to be 

something obvious and becomes heretical. Utopianism, in this way, is no longer a serious 

political tendency, something that needs to be opposed and combatted, but instead becomes 

faintly ridiculous. In the aftermath of the future, the notion that anybody would be utopian is, 

at best, quaint and, at worst, foolish. François Furet, the conservative French historian, 

captures this: ‘The idea of another society has become almost impossible to conceive of, and 

no one in the world today is offering any advice on the subject or even trying to formulate a 

new concept.’51 As we will see, this was not strictly true when Furet penned this line in the 

1990s, and nor is it true now. It does, however, pinpoint a movement away from the Marxist 

and anti-totalitarian critiques of utopianism. 

The second point relates to the boom in memory experienced since the 1980s. The turn to the 

past, in one sense, is a symptom of the depletion of utopian energies; as the drive forward 

withers, space is opened for a glance backwards. It also, however, has implications for the 

restatement of utopia in the contemporary moment, reacting back on the attempt to articulate 

new visions of liberated worlds. The memory of historical traumas did not factor into the 

critiques of utopias articulated before the 1980s. The Marxist approach was focused on the 

here and now, asking the question of whether utopia added anything of value to the struggle 

of the proletariat in the contemporary moment. For the Cold War liberals, the present 

provided a lesson for the future. The experience of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union 

suggested that if utopian projects are pursued, then totalitarianism will be the result. The rise 

of cultural trauma, however, intensifies the power of the past over the present; the experience 

of catastrophe continues to be present in the world. To declare the wounds of history healed 

 
49 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 322.  
50 Marx, “Afterword,” 17. 
51 Furet, The Passing of an Illusion, 502; emphasis in original. See also Fisher, Capitalist Realism, 1-

11; Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia, 4.  
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is an act of injustice, violating the duty to remember. As Lawrence L. Langer emphasises, the 

testimony of victims of the Holocaust ‘enacts a resistance against the efforts of time to erase 

experience without a trace’; it is premature to declare the past a closed affair.52 This, in turn, 

has implications for how the future is imagined; the refusal of ‘any sort of foreclosure toward 

the past’ also ‘expels the future’.53 The hope that the passage of time will heal historical 

wounds is suspicious; a future in which the memory of catastrophe has been lost should be 

refused, not embraced. All of this poses a question to utopia: How can the desire for a 

radically better future be reconciled with the continued presence of a traumatic past? Utopias 

have traditionally been defined by the amnesiac culture of modern time consciousness; the 

degraded past is that which has been left behind, the experience of fulfilment allowing the 

memory of past sufferings to fade away. What if this forgetting is an act of violence, an 

attempt to repress the continued hold of the past on the utopian future?  

Anti-anti-utopianism  

The literary utopias examined here, in positing the future as a time of novelty and betterment, 

display a fidelity to the time consciousness of modernity. However, it would be wrong to 

associate the contemporary literary utopia with the attempt, described earlier in this 

introduction, to simply return to discredited conceptions of the future. What is at stake is a 

repetition with a difference; the texts are positioned in and against modern time 

consciousness. The literary utopia is of value for thinking through the temporal crises of the 

current moment because it stands at the crossroads of futurism and post-futurism, continuing 

a tradition of temporal utopianising that is strongly associated with the concept of the future 

but also responding to the inability to imagine alternative futures and the presence of the 

traumatic past. In other words, the contemporary utopia is a kind of palimpsest, holding 

together temporal conceptions from different historical moments in the same text.  

Jumpstart is an instance of what Fredric Jameson calls ‘anti-anti-Utopianism’.54 Now, like 

anti-utopianism, there is nothing new about anti-anti-utopianism. For instance, Raymond 

Trousson suggests that the rise of the temporal utopia in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries indicated a ‘nascent mistrust of utopia itself’, an attempt to reconcile the utopian 

 
52 Langer, Admitting the Holocaust, 17.  
53 Ibid., 20.  
54 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, xvi. More recently, Jameson has suggested that utopian 

thinking is a ‘radical therapy for dystopia’ (“An American Utopia,” 54).  
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form with the new dynamism of modern time consciousness.55 In similar fashion, Morris’s 

Marxist-infused utopia News from Nowhere is an implicit response to the anti-utopian 

critique of Marx and Engels, bringing together a vision of a new world with historical 

materialism.56 The revival of literary utopias in the 1970s, the most famous example of which 

is Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, can be understood as an attempt to answer the charges of 

Cold War liberals, replacing static perfectionism with a more ambiguous picture of 

betterment through the imagination of flawed utopias that invite question and debate.57 In 

recent decades, utopian theorists, including Ruth Levitas, Lucy Sargisson, Miguel Abensour, 

and Russell Jacoby, have critiqued the notion of blueprints of new worlds, exact plans for 

liberated societies that can be implemented in the here and now, and instead emphasised the 

power of fleeting and ephemeral images of utopia, flashes of newness that render contingent 

the contemporary order and offer partial piques to alternative ways of living.58  

What, then, is specific about the anti-anti-utopianism of Jumpstart? The point to stress is that 

this study is oriented around the temporal challenges to the utopian form that have emerged, 

or at least come out into the open, in the post-war period. As I have emphasised in this 

introduction, the future is, on the one hand, a linchpin concept for utopia, providing one of 

the conditions of possibility for the imagination of new worlds since the eighteenth century 

but, on the other hand, it is a concept that has reached an impasse, it no longer promises a 

better world and is dominated by memories of trauma. As the previous section highlights, 

these are different anti-utopian challenges to those articulated by Marx and Engels and the 

Cold War liberals. The collapse of the future brings to the fore two issues that were not 

broached in previous waves of anti-utopianism. First, the question of viability: Is it possible 

to imagine a new world? The stymieing of imaginative horizons, the feeling that there is no 

alternative, undercuts the utopian endeavour, rendering it something unviable and 

preposterous, rather than dangerous or misguided. The task for the writer is how to imagine a 

better world in a context where the very proposition of utopia prompts neither hope nor fear, 

but laughter.59 Second, the question of memory: How can a better future be imagined when 

 
55 Trousson, Voyages aux pays, 179.  
56 On the relationship between Morris, Marxism, and utopia, see n. 27 of Chapter 2.  
57 Bammer, Partial Visions; Moylan, Demand the Impossible; Somay, “Towards an Open-Ended 

Utopia.”  
58 Abensour, “The History of Utopia”; Jacoby, Picture Imperfect; Levitas, The Concept of Utopia; 

Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopianism. Recently, some have questioned the rejection of 

blueprints tout court. See Davidson, “My Utopia is Your Utopia”; Levitas, “We Argue How Else?”; 

Mao, Inventions of Nemesis, 6-7. 
59 On the anti-utopian effects of cynicism, see Ruda, “Jameson and Method,” 189-195.  
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the past eternally returns? Utopia needs to reconcile itself with the presence of trauma; it 

must find a way of mediating between the desire for a liberated future and the haunting power 

of the past. The amnesia of the utopias of modernity, in which the degraded past could be 

largely forgotten, is inadequate. To imagine a better society necessitates some engagement 

with questions of memory, trauma, and catastrophe; the latter, however uncomfortable, must 

find a place in utopia.  

Jumpstart examines whether utopian writers have succeeded in articulating a response to the 

crisis of the future. Does the corpus of literary utopias provide us with a set of strategies by 

which the nadir to which the future has entered can be neutralised and broken through, thus 

liberating the repressed possibilities for alterity circulating around us? This is the question 

that will occupy me throughout the study. For the moment, however, some examples will 

help to clarify what is at stake here. The power of post-futural time consciousness is clear in 

Sarah Woods’s radio adaptation of Morris’s classic literary utopia News from Nowhere, 

which was first broadcast on BBC Radio 4 in 2016. Morris’s sumptuous portrait of a remade 

England, published in 1890, was an expression of the buoyant utopian desires of the early 

socialist movement. The text begins with a discussion at a meeting of the Socialist League, in 

which all participants offer a vision of ‘the fully-developed new society’.60 By the 2010s, 

however, a gathering of utopians engaged in an ‘exchange of fantasy’ ceases to convince.61 

Woods, while largely remaining loyal to Morris’s description of a new society, changes the 

way in which it is framed. In the radio dramatisation, the listener is introduced to a group of 

activists preparing for a demonstration against the austerity policies introduced by the British 

government in the wake of the global financial crisis. The dominant mood is one of cynicism; 

the demonstrators do not think that their actions will effect change, they are simply going 

through the motions. Yet, there is one last utopian. Will, the earnest protagonist of the drama, 

angrily counters the jokey pessimism of his friends, declaring that ‘this isn’t some post-ironic 

clicktivist day out’; the demonstration has no point if it does not ‘change everything’. In 

1890, utopian desire infused the world of Morris’s socialist activists but, in 2016, Will’s hope 

for the future has a residual character.62  

Something similar occurs in Rivers Solomon’s The Deep (2019). At first, the text appears to 

follow the model of a classic literary utopia. We are introduced to a community, located in 

 
60 Morris, News from Nowhere, 1. 
61 Abensour, “William Morris,” 138.  
62 For an extended reading of Woods’s News from Nowhere, see Davidson, “Back in Time.” 
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the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, formed by enslaved African women thrown overboard 

during the time of the Middle Passage. Sprouting gills and fins, the liberated Africans have 

succeeded in forming a tranquil society that is insulated from the brutality of the white 

Europeans. The peace and plenty of the sea largely occludes the traumatic origins of the 

world created in the Atlantic. The society has ‘learned how to forget, how to throw 

themselves into the moment’.63 This is common in utopian texts, which are often defined by a 

sense of timelessness. With perfection realised, there is nothing more to learn from the past 

nor more developments to realise in the future.64 Yet, in Solomon’s utopia, this timelessness 

is disturbed. The Deep follows the experience of the historian Yetu, who is responsible for all 

the memories of slavery that still reside in the community, and the society partakes in a mass 

ceremony, called the Remembrance, in which they relive the traumas of the Middle Passage. 

The return of the past is necessary for the community, their sense of solidarity predicated on a 

fleeting but intense confrontation with old agonies: ‘A people needed a history. To be without 

one was death.’65 Utopia becomes infused with memory, a liberatory vision shot through with 

disaster. 

The scepticism of Woods’s News from Nowhere and the turn to memory in Solomon’s The 

Deep tells us something about utopian desire in the present. Each text equivocates regarding 

the traditional futural disposition of utopia. And yet, these texts remain utopias. Both Woods 

and Solomon articulate a better society, whether this be the post-capitalist crafting world of 

News from Nowhere or the underwater maroon nation of The Deep. The vertical connection 

to genre exerts a pull on the horizontal connection to the time consciousness of the current 

conjuncture. By mimicking the standard moves of the literary utopia, the collapse of the 

future is cut through. This is not, however, a simple return; the contemporary utopia does not 

carry on oblivious, simply repeating the patterns of old. There is a process of negotiation in 

the literary utopias of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, a ricocheting 

movement between the crisis of the future and the hopes contained in the tradition of utopian 

fiction. Woods’s News from Nowhere stages a confrontation between the desire for 

betterment and the hopelessness of the current moment. In bringing together Morris’s old 

vision of utopia with the quotidian realities of British politics in the 2010s, Woods asserts the 

hold of the former on the latter. In the exchange between the Victorian utopia and twenty-
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first-century cynicism, a feeling of resonance between the visions of the nineteenth century 

and possibilities in the present is fostered. To borrow Gustav Landauer’s terms, the 

contemporary topia – austerity, financial crisis, and clicktivism – finds a response in the 

Morrisian utopia – equality, freedom, and abundance.66 The Deep, in a similar fashion, 

critically reflects on the rise of memory in recent decades, proposing practices that both, on 

the one hand, avoid smothering futural desire and, on the other, do justice to past disasters. In 

a strange coming together, the task is to imagine the memory institutions of the future, 

thinking about how a liberated society might address the ineliminable presence of 

catastrophes. 

As these examples suggest, the perspective of Jumpstart is shaped by a concern with genre. 

What holds together the texts examined in this dissertation – the fact that certain elements 

remain unchanged, such that Mercier’s L’An 2440, written by a French man and published in 

1771, can be placed in the same tradition as Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi, written by a 

Nigerian woman and published in 1983 – is their shared participation in the genre of the 

literary utopia. In this way, as Rita Felski notes, a focus on genre offers a means of 

‘theorizing transtemporal connections, repetitions, and translations’.67 Nevertheless, the 

commonalities that cut across context are not absolute. The force of genre is mediated and 

reformed by a confrontation with the particular conditions in which the text emerges. 

Theodore Martin puts this point particularly effectively:  

Genres lead distinctly double lives, with one foot in the past and the other in the 

present; they contain the entire abridged history of an aesthetic form while also 

staking a claim to the form’s contemporary relevance. […] Genre shows us what 

differentiates the present from the past as well as what ties the two together.68 

This study pays attention to both sides of the history of the literary utopia. On the one hand, it 

traces ‘the historical drag of genre’, or the way in which the weight of utopia’s past exerts a 

pull on its present.69 On the other hand, it explores ‘the drift of the contemporary’, or how the 

shifting contours of temporal consciousness have forced the utopian genre to change.70 

 
66 Landauer, Revolution, 113-116. 
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The anti-anti-utopianism of Jumpstart recuperates the strategies that have been employed in 

utopian fiction to respond to the crisis of the future. A few objections could be raised to this 

approach. The first is that utopia, as Mikhail Bakhtin once suggested of the epic, has ‘long 

since completed its development’ and, in fact, ‘is already antiquated’.71 There are reasons to 

think that the literary utopia is a historical form that flourished between the Renaissance and 

the late nineteenth century, but which has ceased to offer a model to writers in the 

contemporary moment.72 Indeed, in the period that is at stake in the second part of this study, 

from the 1970s to the present, there have been far more dystopias written than utopias, and 

the former have also exerted a greater cultural influence than the latter.73 Furthermore, as a 

number of recent studies suggest, non-utopian traditions of speculative fiction have much to 

tell us about the question of temporality.74 Caroline Edwards’s Utopia and the Contemporary 

British Novel (2019) is particularly interesting in this regard. The book is concerned with the 

relationship between utopianism and temporality, with Edwards making a powerful case for 

the relevance of the Blochian notion of non-contemporaneity (an idea I return to in Chapter 

6). However, Edwards primarily focuses on examples of literary fiction that, while not 

utopian in and of themselves, contain flashes of hopefulness. The study is concerned with 

‘literary utopianism’, novels that contain moments of utopian possibility, rather than ‘literary 

utopias’, texts that describe more perfect societies in substantial detail.75 Through the 

bricolation of the utopian fragments that cut across ‘pulp thrillers, dystopian fiction, science 

fiction and post-apocalyptic narratives’, Edwards illuminates a fragile promise of a better 

world on the horizon.76  

Given this, why not focus on a broader range of fictional texts, pooling the imaginative 

resources of writers working in a range of genres? There are two points to emphasise here. 

First, there is value in tracing the travails of a genre, such as utopia, that was closely entwined 

with modern time consciousness. To borrow Friedrich Nietzsche’s description of 

untimeliness, the literary utopia acts as a ‘counter to our time and thereby acting on our time 
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and, let us hope, for the benefit of a time to come’.77 The doubled movement of contemporary 

utopian fiction, the fact that it shifts between futurism and post-futurism, is dependent on its 

loyalty to the genre of the literary utopia, continuing the latter’s attempts to imagine a new 

future in a systematic and holistic way. Second, the literary utopia, if nothing else, articulates 

a good place, a society that is in some way better than that experienced by the author and 

reader. It is the capacity for the expression of betterment that has withered in recent decades. 

As the talk of the end of progress indicates, the future has been denuded of images of 

improvement. Hence, the visions of horror associated with dystopia have an affinity with the 

present moment; there is no difficulty in imagining bad places. By contrast, the sustained 

attempts to construct new worlds in literary utopias cut against the grain; they do not confirm 

the contours of post-futurism but instead contest them, attempting to retool the hope for the 

future in a moment when it has been lost.  

That said, despite the emphasis on the continuity of the literary utopia, I do not read the form 

as entirely rigid. As with many other genres of speculative fiction in recent years, a 

significant degree of generic hybridity characterises recent utopian fiction.78 Utopian authors, 

in their attempts to avoid the charge of positing a perfect, static ideal, have borrowed from 

dystopia with a view to highlighting the flaws and challenges of the societies they imagine. 

Indeed, some of the texts I discuss here, including Piercy’s He, She and It and Hall’s The 

Carhullan Army, could be understood as dystopias, with significant sections of the narratives 

concerned with non-existent, futural bad places. Such combinations of utopia and dystopia 

cannot be ignored. Part of my project is to draw out how the literary utopia has been modified 

by shifting forms of time consciousness, highlighting what Bakhtin calls the ‘plastic 

possibilities’ of the genre.79 To borrow Alastair Fowler’s term, new modes of the utopian 

genre have emerged – whether that be Tom Moylan’s critical utopia or Bülent Somay’s open-

ended utopia – in which the first term changes the second term.80 My task is to consider how 

these new modes of utopia address the distinctive challenges posed by the collapse of the 

future.  

A final point should be made here. To use Hans Robert Jauss’s language, a literary genre 

does not only provide a model for writers but also a ‘preconstituted horizon of expectations’ 
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that guides and shapes how texts are interpreted.81 When we point to a text and call it utopian, 

a certain reading strategy is immediately invoked, such that certain aspects of the text are 

accentuated and others deemphasised.82 While we could read Piercy’s He, She and It and 

Hall’s The Carhullan Army as dystopias, this would entail a different set of interpretative 

assumptions. By bringing the horizon of expectations associated with the utopian genre to 

bear on these texts, the gaze is directed to the descriptions of alternative social worlds 

elaborated, with the institutions, practices, and mores conducive to human fulfilment brought 

into the foreground. So, while He, She and It and The Carhullan Army may do other things, 

such as offering a warning about dystopic tendencies in the present, my task is to draw out 

their place within the tradition of the literary utopia, highlighting how they exemplify and 

modify the distinctive rules of this genre.  

Methodology and text selection  

Jumpstart looks in two directions at once. On the one hand, it is a study of the utopian form’s 

imbrication with the temporal category of the future, examining how literary visions of other 

worlds have reflected and reinforced modern time consciousness. On the other hand, the 

dissertation focuses on the strategies by which writers have persevered with the utopian mode 

after the collapse of the future. These two moments structure the study as a whole. In the first 

part, it is the relationship between utopia and the future in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and 

early twentieth centuries that is at stake. Through close readings of Mercier’s L’An 2440, 

Morris’s News from Nowhere, Wells’s In the Days of the Comet, and Du Bois’s “The 

Comet”, the three chapters that comprise this part focus on temporal concepts that were 

utilised by utopian writers to imagine new and better futures: progress, revolution, and 

apocalypse. The second part then interrogates how writers in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries have continued the utopian tradition, albeit in a new post-futural 

context. The focus here is on how contemporary utopias articulate a response to the crisis of 

the future along three axes: the imbrication of the future with colonial relations of domination 

in Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi, the traumatic memory of 

the catastrophes of the past in Piercy’s He, She and It and Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber, and 

the spectre of repetition that hangs over revolutionary attempts to begin anew in Hall’s The 

Carhullan Army and Neville’s Eminent Domain.  
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The two parts of the study, however, are not as independent as this initial presentation might 

suggest. Methodologically, Jumpstart takes its lead from Henri Lefebvre’s regressive-

progressive approach, which he summarises in the following terms: ‘For how could we come 

to understand a genesis, the genesis of the present, […] other than by starting from that 

present, working our way back to the past and then retracing our steps?’83 Jumpstart begins 

with ‘the realities of the present’, the particular contours of time consciousness after the end 

of the future, and these realities provide the basis for the historical investigations of the first 

part of the study.84 The readings of Mercier, Morris, Wells, and Du Bois are refracted through 

the post-futural concerns of the contemporary moment, such that the present ‘acts 

retroactively upon the past, disclosing aspects and moments of it hitherto uncomprehended’.85 

While the first part demonstrates the affinity between the future and utopia, it also draws out 

the moments of tension, the times when writers anticipate – often in subtle ways – the post-

futurism that has become common in recent decades. This might be Morris’s muted fear 

about the insufficiency of revolution to guarantee a new beginning in News from Nowhere, or 

Du Bois’s sense that even the end of the world will not expunge society of racism in “The 

Comet”. If the first part of the study looks forward, searching for anticipatory moments 

within the old utopias, then the second part looks backwards, highlighting the continuity in 

the utopian form, particularly in terms of its commitment to a new and better future. The texts 

discussed in Part II cling to the strategies of futurity established by utopian writers from the 

eighteenth to the early-twentieth centuries, going back through the history of the utopian 

genre to recuperate moments of novelty and alterity to jumpstart liberatory desire in the 

current moment. While the regressive moment, Part I of the study, moves back through the 

history of the relationship between utopia and the future, using the post-futural concerns of 

the present as a guide and a focus, the progressive moment, Part II of the study, moves 

forward from the utopias of the golden age of modern time consciousness to the post-futural 

utopias of recent decades. 

There is a second salient methodological point that should be made here. As mentioned 

above, literary utopias are caught between literature, on the one hand, and social and political 

theory, on the other. As Trousson notes, utopia is a ‘hybrid genre [that] is not taken seriously 
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by anyone: the literary historian considers these novels too didactic, the economist and the 

sociologist considers them too poetic and too fanciful’.86 I do justice to both sides of the 

utopian genre, drawing out its status as a distinctive literary form and the way in which it 

shades into social and political thought. Both these aspects of the study are key. We cannot 

understand the theoretical force of utopia in the present without some account of the 

conventions of the genre, and the full power of the literary form only becomes evident once it 

is placed in dialogue with the socio-political crisis of the future. Nevertheless, there are 

certain moments when one aspect of utopia dominates the other. For instance, the first 

chapter is primarily concerned with how the rise of the concept of progress resulted in a 

change in the literary form of utopia. By contrast, in the second chapter, an extended 

interchange is staged between Hannah Arendt’s conceptualisation of revolution and Morris’s 

speculative account of a future revolution. Jumpstart is interspersed with dialogues between 

utopians and theorists, each new exchange drawing forth the relevance and power of the 

literary utopia for thinking through the seemingly aporetic temporal contradictions of the 

contemporary moment.  

Finally, a few remarks should be made on my principle of text selection. Some negative 

boundaries should first be put in place. First, no attempt is made to offer a comprehensive 

overview of temporal utopianising from the eighteenth century to the present. Certainly, as 

my brief discussion of the early nineteenth-century utopian socialists and Bellamy’s Looking 

Backward in Chapter 2 indicates, it is sometimes necessary to fill the historical gaps between 

the texts that are the primary focus. However, this should not be mistaken for a fine-grained 

history of the temporal utopia. Second, the texts discussed here are not necessarily the most 

famous examples of the literary utopia. Again, while certain texts focused on – including 

Morris’s News from Nowhere and Le Guin’s The Dispossessed – can certainly be considered 

canonical, some of the other utopias examined – such as Wells’s In the Days of the Comet 

and Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi – have elicited relatively little attention. Third, the texts 

discussed in detail are not necessarily representative of literary utopias in the moment when 

they were published. Certain texts exemplify salient tendencies of the time, but others cut 

against the moment, bringing forth questions previously occluded within the utopian form. 

Finally, while I primarily focus on Anglophone texts in this study, as with my reading of 
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Mercier’s L’An 2440, I occasionally draw on texts in other languages when they are 

especially significant for the development of the literary utopia.  

To understand the positive principle of text selection in this study, we can return to 

Lefebvre’s regressive-progressive method. The value of this method is that it takes the 

contours of the current moment as the measure by which to evaluate the past. To use the 

language of David Scott, it is the problem-space of the post-futural condition – ‘an ensemble 

of questions and answers around which a horizon of identifiable stakes (conceptual as well as 

ideological-political stakes) hangs’ – that undergirds the texts selected for discussion in this 

study.87 I focus on literary utopias that distil the particular temporal challenges of the current 

conjuncture. In the case of the texts discussed in the first half of the study, the problem-space 

of the contemporary moment has a retroactive effect on the texts selected, with utopias 

chosen that both exemplify the old faith in the future and anticipate the new doubts about the 

possibility for a liberated world. For the texts selected in Part II, the task is to pinpoint 

utopias that make an intervention into this post-futural problem-space, both acknowledging 

its characteristic elements and sneaking in the anachronistic desire for novelty and alterity. It 

is the realities of the present that guide the gaze in Jumpstart, all the texts chosen in some 

way speaking to or against the problem-space of our current anti-futural, anti-utopian 

condition.  

Chapter outline  

The first chapter examines the emergence of the temporal utopia in the eighteenth century. 

One of the conditions of possibility for imagining utopias in the future rather than elsewhere 

in space was the rise of the concept of progress in eighteenth-century Europe. With the 

newfound cultural power of progress – something exemplified by the philosophies of 

Voltaire, Turgot, and Condorcet – novelty became immanent to the movement of history. 

Yet, I tease out a tension within this new futural consciousness, between a gradualist notion 

of historical progress and a more ruptural movement associated with the evental break, 

positing that the literary utopia has an affinity with the latter. To demonstrate this, I turn to 

Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s L’An 2440 (1771), the first utopia set in the future and a text 

widely regarded as a utopia of progress. Mercier’s relationship with progress is, however, 

ambiguous. L’An 2440 is critical of historical knowledge, with the utopian citizens of the 

future questioning the usefulness of grand historical accounts of development. Instead, 
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Mercier posits something close to an evental break, imagining a moment when all the 

repressed possibilities of the past are finally liberated in the future. However, Mercier’s 

utopia, written before the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789, struggles to 

conceptualise how this movement might occur; there is a gap, a blank space, between the 

eighteenth-century present and the twenty-fifth-century future.  

It is this question of revolution that comes to the fore in Chapter 2. The French Revolution, 

and the subsequent upheavals of the nineteenth century, fundamentally transformed temporal 

consciousness in Europe. The revolutionary imaginary segues closely with the form of the 

literary utopia: both posit a moment of novelty, an event that redirects history. By bringing 

Arendt’s account of revolution into dialogue with Morris’s utopian imaginary, I examine the 

way in which the figure of revolution offers an imaginative means of articulating the utopian 

beginning, with both On Revolution (1963) and News from Nowhere (1890) staked on the 

pathos of novelty provoked by the revolutionary experience. However, while the 

revolutionary imaginary has the charge and power to trigger the rebirth of humanity, there is 

also the fear that it will repeat the failures of the past. In Arendt, this is articulated in terms of 

the pathological repetition of the French Revolution, the act of cleaving to the example of the 

past distorting the feeling of novelty in later revolutionary events. A similar fear is present in 

News from Nowhere. Morris’s speculative account of revolution turns back to the French 

Revolution at key points, raising the question of whether the repetition of past revolutions can 

secure a thoroughly liberated society in the future.  

Chapter 3 focuses on an alternative mechanism for radical change: the apocalypse. Mass 

destructive events have long been seen as a harbinger of new beginnings. It is no surprise that 

utopian writers, when attempting to imagine the temporal break, turned to older, theological 

imaginaries. This is demonstrated by H. G. Wells’s In the Days of the Comet (1906) and W. 

E. B. Du Bois’s response “The Comet” (1920), two texts that use the sudden arrival of an 

extra-terrestrial object to imagine the movement from the degraded present to a liberated 

future. However, the apocalyptic narratives deployed by Wells and Du Bois do not go into 

the literary utopian mode without a remainder; the apocalypse undermines the very act of 

imagining utopia itself. For Wells, the supernatural element of the apocalypse, the feeling that 

it requires some divine intervention to realise its utopian promise, threatens to shift In the 

Days of the Comet from science fiction, the realm of the possible, to fantasy, the realm of the 

impossible. In Du Bois, the apocalypse is mediated through the African American history of 

disappointment, particularly the rise and fall of the hope for freedom in the aftermath of the 
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American Civil War. In “The Comet”, the utopian moment is fragile; it is always liable to 

reversal.  

Having drawn out the entwinement of the literary utopia, radical novelty, and modern time 

consciousness in Part I, the second part turns to the challenges that have been posed to this 

sequence in recent decades. As discussed in the fourth chapter, one of the key contemporary 

concerns about modern time consciousness is its entanglement with colonial relations of 

domination. Europe has traditionally exerted a monopoly over radical novelty, with the 

peoples of Africa, South America, and Asia consigned to the role of following an already 

established path. The temporal logic of colonialism is predicated on a pathological form of 

mimesis, in which relations between the coloniser and colonised take the form of original and 

copy. However, mimesis is a slippery mode of domination, which can be refunctioned for 

utopian ends. To elaborate this strategy, I turn to Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed 

(1974) and Buchi Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi (1983), two texts that explore the idea that 

mutual copying between coloniser and colonised can pave the way to utopian transformation. 

Via a dialogue between Le Guin and Michael Taussig, I suggest that The Dispossessed 

explores the possibilities of transformative mimesis, with the movement between Urras and 

Anarres, coloniser and colonised, forming a new, third utopian figure that shares elements of 

both but can be reduced to neither. By contrast, Emecheta elaborates a subtle critique of 

radical copying in her presentation of the relationship between a pre-colonial African utopia 

in the Sahara Desert and a group of European refugees escaping nuclear Armageddon. The 

Rape of Shavi, in a manner similar to Aimé Césaire, highlights the mutual exhaustion of both 

coloniser and colonised.  

The fifth chapter turns to the relationship between trauma, memory, and utopia. Traditionally, 

literary utopias have been amnesiac, the sufferings of the pre-utopian past largely forgotten in 

the ideal society. The forgetfulness of the utopian tradition jars with contemporary time 

consciousness, where the haunting presence of past disasters appears inescapable. As such, 

one of the challenges for the utopian concerns the place of memory in the better society to 

come. To consider this issue, I focus on Marge Piercy’s He, She and It (1991) and Nalo 

Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000), texts that elaborate a utopian response to the 

Holocaust and the Middle Passage respectively. Bringing Piercy into dialogue with Adorno, I 

argue that He, She and It’s account of a Jewish utopian settlement in a near-future United 

States problematises the kind of memory required in a liberated society, critiquing exclusivist 

articulations of past suffering and proposing a proliferating approach; for the never again 
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demand to be fulfilled, universal liberation is required. Building on this rereading of never 

again, I suggest that Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber elaborates a looping conception of 

history, where the tragedy of the Middle Passage is the infinite and unfinished beginning 

point for the realisation of utopia. On this account, utopian desire is dependent on a Freudian 

form of melancholia, in which the losses of the past are embedded in the liberated society of 

the future.   

The sixth chapter focuses on utopias that return to the unrealised futures of the past as a 

means to rejuvenate the transformative impulse in the present. The twentieth century was 

littered with revolutionary failures, moments when pathways to new worlds were both 

posited and quashed. As Chapter 2 highlights, revolution, the thing that should be absolutely 

novel, is infused with a sense of repetition; it has been tried before and failed. If there are no 

breaks in the historical continuum, how does utopia begin? One of the strategies adopted by 

utopian authors is to return to past moments of radicalism with a view to jumpstarting utopia 

in the present; the new breaks out of the old. There is an undischarged power to old dreams, a 

surplus hope that has survived their failure. I examine Sarah Hall’s The Carhullan Army 

(2007), a utopia that imagines a community in a near-future dystopian Britain that attempts to 

fulfil the retrotopian separatist desires of second-wave feminism, and Carl Neville’s Eminent 

Domain (2020), an alternate history that posits that the social movements of the 1970s (from 

trade union militancy to the counterculture) succeeded in building a form of acid 

communism. The Carhullan Army suggests that the old dream of separatism cannot be 

straightforwardly transposed into the present. Instead, for Hall, the desires of second-wave 

feminism are tested against the contours of the contemporary conjuncture to rescue valuable 

nuggets of liberation. In Neville’s Eminent Domain, while the contents of the dreams 

unleashed by 1968 no longer have a hold on the world, their reprisal establishes a bare sense 

of possibility, heightening consciousness of the latent lines of development in actually 

existing society.  

All of this might, however, provoke a question: Does humanity even have a future where new 

beginnings can occur? I am, of course, talking here about the distinctive time consciousness 

associated with climate change, the cataclysmic tenor of which puts into contention the very 

conditions of possibility for the future discussed here. In the conclusion, I turn to the 

apocalyptic tone of recent discussions of climate change; the feeling that a devastating event 

is coming, even if its exact nature cannot yet be determined. This sense of an ending draws 

out one of the key themes of the study: a particular set of tendencies, that have driven the 
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world for centuries, are now exhausted. Yet, the apocalypticism of recent climate discourse is 

ambiguous; there are kernels of hope existing in its disastrous contours. To explore this 

structure of feeling, I focus on Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry for the Future (2020), 

which brings together the strategies deployed by utopian writers in recent decades – from the 

process of transformative copying, the invocation and radicalisation of the never again 

demand, and the detonation of the undischarged energy of past social movements – to 

elaborate a hopeful trajectory through and beyond the impending climate catastrophe. 

Robinson’s text tests the tactics of the utopians against a crisis that threatens to bury the 

notion of a liberatory future. The survival strategies of the utopian genre are used to elaborate 

a utopia of survival. The only paths are liberation or perdition; the construction of a just and 

equal social order is the last safeguard against catastrophic collapse.  
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PART I 

Chapter 1 

Progress: The ambiguities of the temporal utopia  

In one sense, progress is a byword for the modern time regime tout court. As Reinhart 

Koselleck stresses, the rise of progress as a concept in the eighteenth century cultivated an 

association between the future and novelty.1 In declaring that the present is fundamentally 

different and better than the past, and the future will be different and better again, the notion 

of novelty is built into progress as a concept. History is more than repetition or continuity. 

Instead, in Aleida Assmann’s words, progress means ‘interrupting the established order and 

opening up time in the direction of an unknown but positively evaluated future’.2 There is, 

however, something more specific about the notion of progress that emerged in the eighteenth 

century. It does not only refer to the idea, common to all temporal concepts associated with 

the modern time regime, that the future will be different from the past. Progress also implies 

an account of the movement of history as a whole; it tracks the development of humanity 

from its earliest days through the present and into the liberated future. The temporal 

movement of progress, as J. B. Bury comments, ‘involves a synthesis of the past and a 

prophecy of the future’, such that the new good thing on the horizon steadily emerges from 

the movements of the past and present.3 The different moments of history are related to each 

other in terms of a ‘cumulative logic’, each step forward is only possible by virtue of the 

temporal movement that leads up to it.4  

Progress, as it developed in eighteenth-century Europe, was defined by a tension. On the one 

hand, the concept promises novelty but, on the other, it confines this sense of newness to a 

gestational form. It is this doubled nature of progress, both acting as the conceptual vehicle 

for the introduction of nonrepeatability into history and limiting novelty to a developmental 

mode, that is at stake in this chapter. The rise of the temporal utopia in the eighteenth century 

simultaneously confirms and critiques the newly minted philosophy of progress. There is a 

temptation to understand temporal utopias as parasitic on modern time consciousness. 

Certainly, one of the conditions of possibility for imagining utopian societies in the future 
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rather than in another place was the concept of progress, which allowed for a notion of 

novelty grounded in the movement of history rather than external to it. Yet, as I demonstrate 

in my reading of Mercier’s L’An 2440 in this chapter, utopia and progress do not go into one 

another without a remainder; the utopian form strains against the confines of gestational 

novelty, disrupting the linear account of the development of humanity from its degraded 

origins to its perfected future. Utopia changes progress, as much as progress changes utopia.  

The chapter begins with a discussion of the temporal utopia, pinpointing how it differs from 

the spatial utopia and relating its rise to a change in time consciousness. I then turn to a 

challenge, articulated by Fredric Jameson and Miguel Abensour, to the temporal utopia. On 

this perspective, if the spatial utopia implies an absolute gap between the world of the writer 

and the ideal world imagined, the temporal utopia locates the latter in continuity with the 

former, thus diluting the otherness of the utopian vision. The second section addresses this 

challenge via a reading of L’An 2440. Mercier’s text is the first utopia set in the future and 

widely regarded as the paradigmatic utopia of progress, reflecting the new understanding of 

history articulated by the French philosophes of the eighteenth century in utopian form. 

However, a close reading of the text suggests that there are tensions between the utopian 

society imagined in L’An 2440 and the philosophy of progress, with Mercier advancing an 

alternative conception of history predicated on the possibility of a radical, futural break in the 

temporal continuum. Contra the claim that the temporal utopia dulls the otherness of visions 

of new worlds, the break posited by Mercier guarantees the alterity of the society imagined.  

Towards the temporal utopia  

There are significant continuities between the spatial utopia and the temporal utopia. If the 

literary utopia is understood to refer to a text that imagines a better socio-political order in a 

sustained fashion, then there is nothing inherently spatial or temporal about the form. Both 

Thomas More’s spatial vision in Utopia (1516) and Edward Bellamy’s temporal vision in 

Looking Backward (1888), to use two well-known examples, fit this definition equally. More 

describes the communistic social relations on the island of Utopia, giving an account of how 

the abolition of private property has produced a happy and harmonious mode of existence. In 

a similar fashion, Bellamy discusses how the implementation of an Industrial Army in the 

year 2000 has eliminated the wastefulness of capitalism and ensured the equal distribution of 

wealth. In each case, the founding of a good place, whether elsewhere or in the future, is 

reliant on the reforming of institutions. Neither More nor Bellamy, in J. C. Davis’s terms, hint 
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at ‘drastic changes to nature or man’ and instead focus on the reorganisation of each, offering 

‘a set of strategies to maintain social order and perfection in the face of the deficiencies, not 

to say hostility, of nature and the wilfulness of man’.5  

Moreover, the spatial utopia does not die in the eighteenth century. Some of the most famous 

utopian texts of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, such as Samuel Butler’s Erewhon 

(1872), Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915), and Aldous Huxley’s Island (1962), 

return to the spatial form of the older utopian tradition, setting their visions of new societies 

in protected places sheltered from the temporal movement of our own world. Furthermore, a 

number of texts that will be discussed in this dissertation take a spatio-temporal form. Ursula 

K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) and Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000), 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 respectively, are good examples here. Both Le Guin and 

Hopkinson imagine liberation on new planets, whether this is the barren moon that provides a 

site for anarcho-communist experiments in The Dispossessed or the planet of Toussaint that 

offers a refuge for the people of the Caribbean in Midnight Robber. However, these spatial 

imaginaries are grounded in history, with the new planets positioned as part of the possible 

future of the author’s society. Founding a new society in an unfamiliar location is not 

abstracted from the historical tendencies of the world of the present. We are thus confronted 

with a utopian continuum, stretching from the spatial to the temporal, with many options in 

between.  

The fact that this continuum exists – it is clear that utopian imaginaries are no longer simply 

spatial – suggests that something significant has happened to the literary utopia. Now, the 

change inaugurated by the temporalisation of utopia might appear obvious. In simple terms, 

as Bronisław Baczko notes, ‘u-topia has been transformed into u-chronie’.6 Utopia, as the 

Greek etymology of the word suggests, refers to a space that does not exist, with the text 

describing the social relations of a somewhere that is unfamiliar to both its author and 

implied reader. With the temporalisation of utopia, however, an unfamiliar temporality, a no-

time so to speak, is posited; the reader is brought out of the known present into the unknown 

future, the latter becoming a privileged realm for the speculations of the utopian writer.  

To consider this shift from space to time in more detail, it is first worth turning to the spatial 

form of utopia. The spatial utopia, visions that focus on temporally coeval societies located 

 
5 Davis, Utopia, 37.  
6 Baczko, Utopian Lights, 123; emphasis in original.  
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elsewhere in the world, are defined by a ‘fundamental insularism’.7 They are cut off from the 

rest of the world, existing in an essentially autarkic state. Remote and inaccessible 

geographical locales – Campanella’s plain under the equator, Bacon’s isolated Pacific island, 

Cavendish’s world beyond the North Pole – are privileged. The utopia can only be accessed 

by the valiant explorer, who accidently stumbles across the society and then returns home to 

tell of its wonders. This has an important consequence for the temporality of the spatial 

utopia. The utopia imagined is insulated from the events, processes, and tendencies of the 

non-utopian world and exists in its own idiosyncratic timeline. Its achievements are, for the 

most part, the product of an alien and unfamiliar history. For example, the origin story in 

More’s Utopia focuses on the actions of the fictional figure of King Utopus:  

But Utopus, who conquered the country and gave it his name […], and who brought 

its rude, uncouth inhabitants to such a high level of culture and humanity that they 

now surpass almost every other people, also changed its geography. After winning the 

victory at his first assault, he had a channel cut fifteen miles wide where the land 

joined the continent, and thus caused the sea to flow around the country.8 

Insularism and utopia are bound together in More’s imaginary, the act of creating an island 

cut off from the rest of the world one of the conditions of possibility for the creation of a 

good society. What is produced in the spatial utopia is a geographical and historical 

exclusivity; both the locale in which the utopia is set and the developmental path that has 

produced it are alien to the experience of reader and writer.  

However, with the rise of the temporal utopia, this exclusivity is challenged; the timeline of 

the utopian society overlaps with that of actually existing society. This is most obvious in the 

cases where a familiar space and a new time are combined. Mercier’s Paris of 2440 and 

Morris’s London of the twenty-second century contain recognisable geographical landmarks. 

L’An 2440 features Pont Neuf, the Louvre, and Versailles, while News from Nowhere 

includes the Houses of Parliament, Trafalgar Square, and the Thames. In these temporal 

utopias, the novum, the moment of novelty that impels a sense of estrangement in the reader, 

is achieved by imagining a radical shift within the pre-existing spatial coordinates of the 

author’s world. Or, in Raymond Trousson’s words: ‘Utopia is no longer out of the world, lost 

in a fabulous geography, it is the world that has somehow “utopianized” itself.’9 The power 

 
7 Trousson, Voyages aux pays, 20.  
8 More, Utopia, 44.  
9 Trousson, “Du millénarisme,” 175.  
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of the temporal utopias of Mercier and Morris, their ability to produce a sense of wonderment 

and surprise, is achieved through the coming together of quotidian space and futural time. 

Bernard Sharratt, commenting on Morris’s News from Nowhere, captures this: ‘The closeness 

of the physical identification between the now and the then serves to make more possible, 

more tantalisingly near, more credible, this transformed world and yet simultaneously 

reminds us poignantly of its remoteness, its fictional status.’10 In News from Nowhere, the 

dreamer cannot quite believe that he is truly on the Thames, the grimy sludge of water of the 

Victorian era having given way to a shimmering stream: ‘I was going to say, “But is this the 

Thames?” but held my peace in my wonder.’11 There is enough of the Thames of old to 

convince the dreamer that he remains in London but only just; the passage of time has 

transformed the river, giving it an air of radical novelty.  

While we may not be familiar, prior to reading Utopia, with King Utopus’s great decrees and 

bold island-making, we do know about the River Thames and the Palace of Versailles. 

Insularity thus gives way to inclusivity, such that reader and writer are brought into the story 

of utopian development. This is made explicit in Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time 

(1976), which warns that the utopian world of the future depends on the struggles of the 

present moment: ‘We must fight to come to exist, to remain in existence, to be the future that 

happens.’12 In some cases, as for the utopias of Mercier, Bellamy, and Morris, this inclusivity 

extends along both temporal and spatial axes. That is to say, the society that is presented is 

both situated further along a common timeline and in a location that is familiar. Alternatively, 

as in the case of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed and Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber, there is 

geographical insularity accompanied by historical openness. While the planets imagined by 

Le Guin and Hopkinson offer a tabula rasa for the imagination of new social orders, these 

better worlds originate as a reaction to familiar relations in our own world, with Le Guin’s 

anarcho-communists escaping the statist capitalism of an earth-like planet and Hopkinson’s 

neo-Garveyites motivated by the slavery, colonialism, and violence of the actually existing 

history of the Caribbean. Furthermore, in both cases, the geographical insularity of the 

planets is ultimately illusionary; forces from the outside come to haunt the utopia.  

An interesting limit case in this context is Nova Solyma [New Jerusalem] (1648), which was 

written by Samuel Gott during the English Civil War. Gott’s vision of a transformed 

 
10 Sharratt, “News from Nowhere,” 294.  
11 Morris, News from Nowhere, 9.  
12 Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, 197-198. Commenting on this passage, Jameson suggests that 

Piercy’s claim is ‘the secret message of all Utopias’ (Archaeologies of the Future, 233).  
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Jerusalem is occasionally regarded as the ‘first futuristic utopia’.13 There are reasons to agree 

with this statement. Nova Solyma, in imagining a new Jerusalem, posits the transformation of 

a familiar geographical location and implicitly suggests that this change happens in the 

future: ‘We are now very close on the fiftieth year since our long and widely scattered nation 

was restored to its present wonderful prosperity.’14 However, despite the hints of the temporal 

utopia in Nova Solyma, the insularism characteristic of the spatial utopia predominates. Gott’s 

vision focuses on three travellers, two of whom are from Cambridge, who arrive in the 

secluded and hidden city of Jerusalem to experience its wonders. The new city, as in most 

spatial utopias, is ‘free from the miseries and cares of the outside world’ and enjoys the 

‘happiness of the Golden Age’.15 The travellers move across space rather than time, with the 

England of Nova Solyma remaining essentially the same as the England of Gott’s own time, 

and the utopia imagined does not emerge out of the world of the present. The critical 

comparison in the text is not between past and future but rather between here and there, the 

reader offered two coeval images: one of actually existing England and the second of its 

utopian other. The historical conditions did not yet exist for a full temporal utopia; Gott 

strains against the strictures of the spatial utopia but ultimately remains within them. 

A question can thus be raised: What allowed Mercier to advance a temporal form of 

utopianising in the eighteenth century in a way that Gott struggled to do in the seventeenth 

century? The inclusivity of the temporal utopia, the fact that it positions the reader within the 

story of utopia, offers a clue to the reasons that underlie the shift in the form of utopian 

fiction in the eighteenth century. A cluster of factors can be highlighted here. The spatial 

utopia had become tired by the eighteenth century. The constant journeying of explorers from 

one happy island to another was, by this point, a ‘hackneyed scheme’.16 The spatial horizons 

of novelty were also narrowing in the eighteenth century, with the European “discovery” 

project reaching its end with Captain Cook’s arrival in Australia in 1770. As such, ‘utopian 

spaces had been surpassed by experience’; the earth was finite, there were no more utopian 

islands to be stumbled across.17 However, a positive factor is also at stake here: the change in 

 
13 Appelbaum, Literature and Utopian Politics, 128. See also Walker, Victorian Visions, 55, 66-67. 

On the relationship between Nova Solyma and millenarian temporality, see Davis, Utopia, 140-168. 
14 Gott, Nova Solyma, I: 88. 
15 Ibid., I: 113. 
16 Trousson, Voyages aux pays, 174.  
17 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History, 86. Of course, one spatial locale that remained open 

for utopian speculation was outer space. As suggested by the titles of texts like George Fowler’s A 

Flight to the Moon (1813), Arthur Penrice’s Skyward and Earthward (1875), Robert Cromie’s A 

Plunge into Space (1890), Alexander Bogdanov’s Красная звезда [Red Star] (1908), and Gertrude 
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time consciousness that occurred in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, encapsulated by 

the rise of progress as a concept. Bury, in his pioneering history of progress, puts this point 

particularly clearly:  

Hitherto, […] ideal states were either projected into the remote past or set in some 

distant, vaguely-known region, where fancy could build freely. To project them into 

the future was a new thing, and when in 1770 Sébastien Mercier described what 

human civilisation would be in A.D. 2440, it was a telling sign of the power which the 

idea of Progress was beginning to exercise.18 

I will return in a moment to consider whether Mercier’s utopia reflects the new conception of 

progress as straightforwardly as Bury suggests. Nevertheless, the important point to stress 

here is that the act of imagining immanent changes in society that result in the realisation of 

utopia relies on a conception of time consciousness in which the future is associated with 

radical transformation and unprecedented change, such that the twenty-fifth century can be 

understood to be fundamentally better than the eighteenth century.  

The movement from space to time changes the utopian form, introducing a new element of 

inclusivity into the genre; the alternative society becomes a distant outcome of processes and 

tendencies that are already in operation in the world of the reader. Yet, a number of theorists 

have suggested that the progressive utopias of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

resulted in a dulling of the critical potentiality of the utopian form. The best way to consider 

this claim is by two quotations, the first from Fredric Jameson in his review of Louis Marin’s 

Utopiques [Utopics] (1973), a landmark study of Thomas More’s iconic text:  

[…] the historicity of the great nineteenth-century Utopias – which might otherwise 

[…] have seemed to mark some progress in relation to the ahistorical vision of 

Thomas More – may equally be taken as a sign of mystification, and as the repression 

of some more genuine Utopian praxis, insofar as it strains to fill the chinks of the 

representational surface and to plaster over the basic structure of Utopia as a non-

 
Short’s A Visitor from Venus (1949), projecting utopia beyond the bounds of the earth remained 

popular throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Siobhan Carroll offers a good account of 

the usefulness of atopias, or currently uninhabitable geographical spaces, for the utopian imagination 

(An Empire, 206).  
18 Bury, The Idea of Progress, 193. There is some dispute about whether Mercier’s L’An 2440 was 

first published in 1770 (as Bury suggests here) or 1771, but most scholars agree that 1771 is the 

correct date (Trousson, “Introduction,” 34-35; Wilkie, “Mercier’s L’An 2440,” 8-11). 
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place and a process of neutralization with the fuller image of some historically 

realizable and positively imaginable society.19 

Miguel Abensour, that other great thinker of utopia of recent decades, makes a similar point 

about the relationship between the literary utopia and modern time consciousness: 

[…] the price to be paid for catching up with history, the praxis, to climb into the 

carriage of history could appear to be too high, since this forward orientation, if it is 

not brought under a critical examination, could, unwittingly, lead to an unwanted 

collapse, even to the withering of the sense of alterity. […] Moreover, is it legitimate 

to wonder whether the externality of the spatial utopia – “utopian space games” – 

does not preserve remotely but in a more effective way the alterity of the utopian 

society?20 

Neither Jameson nor Abensour are claiming that the temporal utopias written in recent 

centuries are devoid of critical power.21 Instead, the implication is that this critical power is 

still derived from the spatial qualities of these utopias. For example, in Mercier’s utopia, the 

Paris of 2440 is not the Paris of 1771; although familiar, it is a different locale. However, 

another, more significant claim is made. The temporalisation of utopia steals some of the 

power of the utopian form; in placing the utopia in the future, a loss occurs. To understand 

this, we can first return to one of the defining features of the temporal utopia: the fact that the 

utopian society of the future and its author are placed in a common timeline, while the spatial 

utopia is placed in an alternative, entirely speculative timeline. The effect of this move, to 

quote Marin, is to dilute the ‘insuperable gap between our world and utopia’ that exists in the 

spatial utopia.22 A temporal bridge is built between the world of the author and the utopian 

world of the text; the negating effect of the utopian form – its absolute otherness to actually 

existing society – is thus muddied. The gestational novelty associated with the modern 

concept of progress corrodes the literary utopia from within. No longer an escape from the 

dominant horizons of the contemporary moment, utopias of progress instead extrapolate from 

them, engaging in the act of forecasting, predicting, and prophesising on the basis of 

observable phenomena.  

 
19 Jameson, “Of Islands and Trenches,” 9.  
20 Abensour, “Utopia,” 30-31. Abensour borrows the term utopian space games from Marin.  
21 One only needs to consider Abensour’s influential reading of Morris’s News from Nowhere to know 

that utopias set in the future retain critical value (“William Morris”).  
22 Marin, Utopics, 241.  
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Consequently, it seems that the literary utopia is degraded by writers such as Mercier, 

Bellamy, and Morris. The reader is offered a fuller version of our own society rather than the 

shock of the other. Instead of a spectacle of alterity, we are given something much more 

mundane, a mere projection that fails to fully disturb the dominant contours of actually 

existing society. At the same time, the challenge posed by Jameson and Abensour raises some 

questions. Do the utopias of Mercier, Bellamy, and Morris cleave to a notion of historic 

advance in which the utopia of the future is posited as a simple continuation of the non-

utopian world of the present? Or are there alternative conceptions of history at work in the 

temporal utopia? Is it possible for the utopian author to negotiate between the need for 

otherness impelled by the generic contours of utopian fiction and the immanence of novelty 

as articulated by the philosophy of progress? As I suggest in the next section, there are ways 

of bringing together futurity and utopia that do not result in the weakening of the latter.  

A critique of progress: Mercier’s L’An 2440  

In this context, there are few texts more important than Mercier’s L’An 2440. Louis-Sébastien 

Mercier, an intellectual disciple of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Denis Diderot, was a minor 

figure of the French Enlightenment, his corpus of writings, despite its prodigious size, 

overshadowed by the more famous philosophes of the eighteenth century. However, 

Mercier’s literary utopia L’An 2440, which was first published in 1771, has escaped the 

obscurity that generally surrounds his writings. The text – which focuses on a Frenchman 

who falls asleep and awakes in the year of 2440, where all the ideals of eighteenth-century 

radicals are victorious (the monarchy is now constitutional not despotic, the press is free 

rather than shackled, and religion takes a suitably rational rather than superstitious form) – 

was a publishing success in Mercier’s own time. Despite its immediate censorship in France, 

L’An 2440 became one of the subterranean bestsellers of the years prior to the French 

Revolution and was translated into many other European languages in the final few decades 

of the eighteenth century.23 Its publication also represents a landmark moment in the history 

of utopian fiction: L’An 2440 is the first literary utopia that is unambiguously set in the 

future.24 As such, the text has a pivotal role in debates on the temporal utopia as a form, 

 
23 On the success of the text in the immediate years after its publication, see Darnton, The Forbidden 

Bestsellers, 115-136; Trousson, “Introduction,” 61-71; Wilkie, “Mercier’s L’An 2440,” 16-22. 
24 There were texts published before L’An 2440 that offered speculative accounts of the future but, 

with Mercier, the utopian form is conjoined with futurity. On the place of Mercier in the 

temporalisation of utopia, see Affeldt-Schmidt, Fortschrittsutopien, 118-151; Alkon, Origins of 

Futuristic Fiction, 115-129; Baczko, Utopian Lights, 122-128; Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual 

History, 84-93; Liakos, “Utopian and Historical Thinking,” 28-43; Manuel and Manuel, Utopian 
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rivalled only by Bellamy’s Looking Backward and Morris’s News from Nowhere, which will 

be discussed in the next chapter. L’An 2440 offers a lens through which the tensions of the 

temporal form of utopia can be assessed, the text testing the new conception of history that 

emerged in the eighteenth-century French Enlightenment against the genre of the literary 

utopia.  

Despite the importance of L’An 2440 in these debates, there are a number of challenges to 

discussing it. First, the text went through many editions in the years between its original 

publication in 1771 and Mercier’s death in 1814, with the author making substantial revisions 

over the years.25 For example, while the 1771 edition was only one volume, the 1786 edition 

was greatly expanded and appeared in three volumes. My discussion here will be primarily 

based on the 1771 edition. As Trousson stresses, the 1771 edition is the most coherent 

version of L’An 2440; Mercier’s ‘successive grafts’ to the later editions undermined the 

consistency and logic of the vision as a whole.26 However, at times, Mercier’s additions, as in 

his reflections on universal history in the 1786 edition and his response to the French 

Revolution in the 1801 edition, clarify or complicate his original utopia in valuable or 

interesting ways. As such, I do not entirely ignore the later editions, but when I do draw on 

them, I make this clear in the discussion. Second, one of the difficulties for Anglophone 

scholars is that, while there were translations of L’An 2440 in the eighteenth century, there is 

no authoritative, contemporary translation of the text. For translations of the 1771 edition, I 

have used W. Hooper’s 1772 translation, despite the fact that the title is changed to Memoirs 

of the Year 2500, as a basis, adapting Hooper’s translation at times.27 For later editions, I 

provide my own translations.  

On this basis, we can turn to the content of Mercier’s utopia. The first point to stress here is 

that L’An 2440 is often posited as the paradigmatic example of a utopia of progress. I have 

already noted Bury’s understanding of L’An 2440 as parasitic on the concept of progress. 

Many others have made the same point. Trousson, for example, comments that Mercier’s 

‘book is a kind of hymn to progress’.28 Even more starkly, Koselleck suggests that ‘Mercier’s 

utopia of the future is a variant of the philosophy of progress’.29 L’An 2440 is understood as a 

 
Thought, 20, 415, 458-460; Saage, “Merciers »Das Jahr 2440«”; Trousson, “Du millénarisme”; 

Vosskamp, “Utopie.” 
25 Wilkie, “Mercier’s L’An 2440,” 11-16.  
26 Trousson, “Introduction,” 72.  
27 On this translation, see Wilkie, “Mercier’s L’An 2440,” 6, 20-21. 
28 Trousson, “Introduction,” 45.  
29 Koselleck, The Practice of Conceptual History, 90.  
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utopian transposition of the progressive disposition of the philosophes, Mercier’s innovation 

being to adapt the classic form of the literary utopia to the new historical consciousness of the 

eighteenth century. Indeed, there are moments in the text when Mercier, at least at first 

glance, frames his utopia as a paean to progress. Take, for example, the following claim:  

Much yet remains to be done before we attain perfection. We are freed from that 

barbarism in which you were plunged; some heads were soon enlightened; but the 

nation in general was inconsequent and puerile; it is by degrees that minds are 

formed; more remains to be done than we have yet accomplished; we are scarce yet 

half-way up the ladder; patience and resignation produce all things but I fear that 

absolute good is not of this world.30  

To declare that the utopia observed is half-way up the ladder of progress suggests a 

connection back to the already enlightened heads of the eighteenth century and forward to the 

even more perfect generations that are to follow 2440. The future can be reached for and 

touched in the present; it shimmers on the horizon in the eighteenth century, waiting to be 

realised.  

The spatial coordinates of Mercier’s utopian Paris are also of significance here, confirming 

the sense of inclusivity characteristic of the temporal utopia; both reader and writer are 

included within the story of the formation of the utopian society witnessed. Paris is still 

recognisable to Mercier’s protagonist. He walks along the Seine, crosses Pont Neuf, observes 

the Louvre, and ends up at the Palace of Versailles. At the same time, the Paris of the 

eighteenth century has been thoroughly transformed; the visitor to utopia reports that the city 

is ‘always new to me [m’étoit toujours nouveau]’ (I: 39; translation modified). The newness 

of Paris is first evident to the visitor in terms of its absences. For example, the visitor is 

heartened to see that, with the fall of the absolutist monarchy, the ‘Bastille has been totally 

demolished [Bastille avoit été renversée de fond en comble]’, the prison used to hold political 

dissidents torn down by an enlightened monarch and replaced by ‘a temple to Clemency’ (I: 

43). In a similar fashion, the Palace of Versailles is now a ruin; the visitor observes only 

‘gaping walls, and mutilated figures’ (II: 246). Versailles is no longer a symbol of the 

exuberant and luxuriant prowess of the French monarchy but instead a sign of the ‘fragile’ 

nature of all ‘monuments of pride [monumens de l’orgueil]’ (II: 248; translation modified). 

All this is reinforced by the positive changes to the city witnessed by Mercier’s utopian 
 

30 Mercier, Memoirs of the Year Two Thousand Five Hundred, I: 204 (henceforth cited in text by 

volume number and page number).  
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visitor. While Versailles is a ruin, other Parisian landmarks stand as monuments to the 

achievements of the society:  

I found myself on the borders of the Seine, where my enchanted sight beheld a long 

extent of the most beautiful buildings; the Louvre was finished; and the space that was 

between that and the palace of the Tuileries formed an immense place […]. (I: 36) 

The familiar geography of Paris, however altered by the years missed by our seven-hundred-

year-old protagonist, establishes a link with the eighteenth-century world. The sights of Paris 

are perfected by time but not fundamentally changed, such that our visitor can still orient 

himself; he knows the significance of the destruction of the Bastille and the ruination of 

Versailles, as well as the completion of the Louvre. There is no need for a guide to offer a 

detailed explanation of the precise meaning of these architectural phenomena.  

In one sense, the coming together of space and time in the text confirms the conventional 

account of the relationship between progress and utopia. There is continuity between actually 

existing society and its utopian other; the latter is embryonic within the former. Yet, there are 

other aspects of L’An 2440 that cannot be straightforwardly aligned with progressive 

development and gestational novelty. One of the most striking elements of L’An 2440 is the 

suspicion with which the utopians of the future Paris treat knowledge of history. The 

narrator’s observations of utopia are accompanied by barbs against the discipline of history, 

the visitor declaring that in his age ‘the historians have been guiltier than the princes’ (I: 192; 

translation modified). The visitor’s scepticism about historical knowledge is echoed by his 

hosts, who similarly regard knowledge of the past as more likely to undermine their utopia 

than reinforce it. For example, when the visitor is touring one of the educational 

establishments in the new Paris, he is informed that history is almost entirely excluded from 

the curriculum:  

We teach them little history, because history is the disgrace of humanity, every page 

being crowded with crimes and follies. God forbid that we should set before their eyes 

such examples of rapine and ambition. By the pedantry of history, kings have been 

raised to gods. (I: 73)  

The study of history is a corrupting influence, something likely to lead the citizens of utopia 

to mimic the worst examples from the past; the progress gained by the year 2440 risks being 

lost if the violence and stupidities of the pre-utopian world are commonly known.  
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Prima facie, the suspicion of history in L’An 2440 is strange. If L’An 2440 is a utopia of 

progress, one would expect the citizens of the future to have a greater appreciation of the 

value of history, such that they are able to position their achievements as part of an arc of 

progressive development. Think, for example, of two of the great accounts of progress of the 

eighteenth-century: Turgot’s Tableau philosophique des progrès successifs de l’ésprit 

humain [A Philosophical Review of the Successive Advances of the Human Mind] (1750) and 

Condorcet’s L’Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès de l’esprit humain [Sketch for a 

Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind] (1794). Mercier’s L’An 2440 is often 

paired with these two foundational, non-utopian texts on progress published in Paris in the 

eighteenth century.31 Both Turgot and Condorcet elaborate a grand arc of history, tracing the 

development of humanity from its benighted past to its improved present and finally to its 

perfected future. For instance, Turgot notes that the ‘whole human race, through alternative 

periods of rest and unrest, of weal and woe, goes on advancing, although at a slow pace, 

towards greater perfection’.32 The ameliorative nature of the movement of history is clear in 

these accounts, such that the story of humanity is one of accretionary achievement. By 

contrast, Mercier’s utopians are suspicious of cumulative accounts of the developmental 

achievements of humanity. The previous phases of human existence do not contain the 

embryonic form of current civilisation, as Turgot and Condorcet imply, but instead are 

something to be rejected almost entirely; the past cannot be redeemed by the future, the world 

of 2440 does not make up for the follies of 1771.  

An objection might be raised here. The kind of history criticised by Mercier is not the 

progressive account of development offered by other figures of the French Enlightenment but 

instead a history defined by the memorisation of the ‘wretched trifling’ of the past – the 

names of kings, the dates of coronations, the outcomes of battles, and so on (I: 74). Mercier 

was not alone in finding something lacking in this mode of history. Voltaire, in his own 

universal history, asserted that the historian should not ‘encumber his head with the 

chronological series of all the dynasties which have existed’.33 Yet, there are reasons to think 

that Mercier’s critique of historical knowledge takes in the mode of universal history 

pioneered by his fellow philosophes. This becomes clear in one of the most famous chapters 

 
31 Manuel and Manuel, Utopian Thought, 20; Trousson, Voyages aux pays, 177; Vieira, “The Concept 

of Utopia,” 10.  
32 Turgot, “A Philosophical Review,” 41. 
33 Voltaire, Essays upon the Manners, 9-10. On the conflict between the new modes of universal 

history and older historical methodologies in eighteenth-century France, see Grell, L’histoire. 
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of L’An 2440: “The King’s Library.” In this chapter, the visitor engages in a dialogue with a 

librarian of the future, who informs him that the vast majority of the books of the past have 

been burnt, their insights erased from the surface of the earth. The contents of the library 

reflect the knowledge that is valued by the utopians of the future, the books that are preserved 

contribute to the achievements of the society witnessed by the visitor.34  

In a discussion on what remains of the French writers of the visitor’s day, it is revealed that 

one of the books that has been burnt is Bossuet’s Discours sur l’histoire universelle 

[Discourse on Universal History] (1681):  

Where is that famous Bossuet, who, in my time, figured in fourteen quarto volumes? I 

was answered, “They are all vanished. […] The universal history of that Bossuet was 

nothing more than a miserable skeleton of chronology, without life and without 

colour. It had beside […] too many reflections of immoderate length, that 

accompanied that meagre production, that we can scarce think it was read for more 

than half a century.” (II: 15-16; translation modified) 

Bossuet’s universal history consists in a chronological survey closely modelled on St. 

Augustine’s Judeo-Christian account of the world. It is a providential history, understanding 

all events from Adam and Eve to Charlemagne in terms of a steadily evolving tale of spiritual 

development. Bossuet’s history, by the time Mercier was writing in the mid-eighteenth 

century, had an ambiguous status. On the one hand, with the secularisation of history, 

Bossuet’s providential narrative was discredited but, on the other hand, the desire for 

universal history was not rejected; some overarching account of the progressive movement of 

humanity was still required.35 Voltaire, in Essai sur les mœurs et l’esprit des nations [Essays 

upon the Manners and Spirit of Nations] (1756), captures this tension. For Voltaire, Bossuet 

‘displays the true spirit of a historian’ in his presentation of ‘a picture of mankind’ but, in 

ignoring the ‘times of greater antiquity’ (the civilisations of Egypt, Arabia, India, and China), 

 
34 The contents of the library should not be mistaken for Mercier’s own opinions of the authors either 

preserved or burnt. As Enrico Rufi stresses, Mercier had a more nuanced understanding of other 

thinkers than the Manichean approach of the librarian in L’An 2440 (Le rêve laïque, 129). 

Nevertheless, the library’s collection offers a clue to the kind of knowledge that Mercier thought was 

needed in a more perfect society and should be understood on this basis. 
35 On the relationship between Bossuet and French Enlightenment philosophers of history, particularly 

Voltaire, see Badir, “Humanité et philosophie”; Force, “Voltaire”; Gay, The Enlightenment, 372-373, 

387-392; Griggs, “Universal History”; Löwith, Meaning in History, 137-144; Trevor-Roper, History 

and the Enlightenment, 3-4; Voegelin, From Enlightenment to Revolution, 3-34.  
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offers only a partial account of human development.36 In declaring that Bossuet displays the 

true mark of the historian, Voltaire indicates that ‘the “big-picture” way in which Bossuet 

swept through world history and showed causal connections between major events’ is 

exemplary.37 At the same time, the content of Bossuet’s history raises a problem, his 

providentialism forcing a focus on the narrow contours of Judeo-Christian experience rather 

than the more expansive world history posited by Voltaire. What makes history universal for 

Bossuet is its relationship to God, while what makes history universal for Voltaire is its 

geographical scope, taking ‘into account all the data of the human adventure’.38 

The citizens of the future Paris agree with this critical analysis of Bossuet’s universal history. 

Mercier has no sympathy with the providential nature of the account of history offered by 

Bossuet. As “The Gazettes”, one of the final chapters of L’An 2440, makes clear, utopia is 

universal but also strictly secular, its universality taking a geographical rather than religious 

form. The visitor comes across a stack of newspapers in which he is provided with short 

reports from all over the world – Persia, Mexico, Russia, Morocco, and so on – that attest to 

the fact that humanity has everywhere advanced, escaping the bonds of irrationality and 

basking in a happy mode of existence. More importantly, however, L’An 2440 also evinces a 

suspicion of the very notion of an overarching story of history; it is not only the content but 

also the form that is attacked by Mercier’s librarian. Bossuet’s Discours sur l’histoire 

universelle is not, as in Voltaire’s account, an ambitious yet flawed history of the world, but, 

instead, ‘a miserable skeleton of chronology’, a thin attempt to force the world into a 

prearranged and predefined temporal schema (II: 15). Or, as Mercier puts it in a footnote to 

his discussion of the exclusion of Bossuet’s history from the library of the future: ‘To give an 

air of truth to chronology, [the historians] have formed certain epochs; and on this delusive 

foundation they have erected that imaginary science; which has been entirely directed by 

caprice’ (II: 15). The idea that history moves through a series of stages, each qualitatively 

distinct to the others, is unreliable; it offers a faulty foundation for moral and political 

judgement.  

Again, Mercier’s L’An 2440 seems a very odd utopia of progress. Despite the proliferation of 

narratives of universal history, such as those of Voltaire and Turgot, in the time when 

Mercier was writing, his utopia does not rely on their accounts of developmental novelty to 

 
36 Voltaire, Essays upon the Manners, 10-11.  
37 Force, “Voltaire,” 478. 
38 Grell, L’histoire, 41.  
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explicate the achievement of utopia. The concept of progress is treated as something 

unreliable, more likely to distort the record of humanity than guide it. This is reinforced, in 

even more explicit terms, by the greatly expanded 1786 edition of L’An 2440. In this version, 

a new book has been introduced to the king’s library: ‘I was struck by one, because it was 

thin, and had on the frontispiece: Universal History.’39 For the remainder of the chapter, the 

reader is offered, in very condensed form, a history of the world from the beginning of 

humanity to the age of Louis XIV in the seventeenth century. At first glance, Mercier’s 

insertion of a tale of universal history into L’An 2440 appears incongruous, one of those 

moments when the integrity of the 1771 edition is undermined by Mercier’s later, more 

scattergun approach. However, Mercier’s truncated universal history is not used to justify the 

possibility of the realisation of a futural utopian society. The history of the world up to the 

seventeenth century functions as a warning tale to the utopians of the future, with Mercier 

emphasising that the story of humanity is one of ‘an uninterrupted chain of hostilities’, such 

that ‘it makes us groan when we see that the nations […] have no other plan than that of their 

reciprocal destruction’.40 The chapter ends on an even more pessimistic note, history offering 

a circular spectacle of achievement and failure, the latter seeming to follow inevitably from 

the former:  

How many times has the human race been plunged back into barbarism by those 

sudden revolutions which, overthrowing cities and destroying empires, have 

extinguished the torch of science. […] The slightest physical shock breaks the thread 

of knowledge, and plunges back into the darkness, the spirit which, the day before, 

gleamed with light [lumière].41 

Far from an edifying story of the advance of humanity over time, the little booklet on 

universal history cultivates a sense of the fragility of all human achievements.  

How should the suspicion of universal history in L’An 2440 be understood? One option 

would be to minimise the importance of Mercier’s critical disposition to progressive 

narratives of development. As scholars of the eighteenth-century philosophers of history have 

emphasised, the attitude of the philosophes to progress was complex and conflictual; they 

combined moments of intense optimism with the kind of pessimism expressed by Mercier in 

 
39 Mercier, L’An Deux Mille Quatre Cent Quarante (1786), I: 221. 
40 Ibid., I: 253-254. 
41 Ibid., 265.  
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the 1786 edition of L’An 2440.42 Simply put, the philosophes were not starry-eyed hopers. 

For example, Keith Michael Baker comments that Condorcet’s sketch of progressive history, 

while often seen as an unfailingly optimistic document, contains moments of uncertainty: 

‘Condorcet did not set aside his doubts about the fragility of man’s advance towards 

perfection and the immensity of the obstacles that stood in his way. They were too insistent to 

be banished entirely from the pages of the Esquisse.’43 Something similar could be said of 

Mercier. Despite his suspicion of universal history, which occasionally shines through in 

L’An 2440, it is the decision to locate his utopia in the future that is of ultimate importance; 

the dominant tenor of the book is one of progress, even if hesitations are introduced at 

various moments. Yet, whatever the merits of this approach for Condorcet, it does not fit the 

account of history offered in L’An 2440. Mercier questions the very value of universal 

history, such that his utopia of the future is alienated from a progressive account of the world.  

An alternative, more fruitful approach is to consider the utopian form of L’An 2440. As the 

first section of this chapter emphasised, there is a tension between the concept of progress 

and the literary utopia. Once the utopian form is temporalised, it ceases to be the other to 

actually existing society and, instead, becomes an extrapolation of it, taking certain elements 

and extending them into the future. So, what if Mercier’s suspicion of universal history is a 

condition of possibility for the construction of a utopian society? If the France of 2440 is to 

be the other of the France of 1771, then the former must thoroughly negate the latter, 

demonstrating, in a point-by-point manner, the fundamental inadequacy of the institutions, 

practices, and mores of Mercier’s social experience. This would help to explain why, in L’An 

2440, it is very difficult to find any comments praising the eighteenth century, to the point 

where the France of this moment seems entirely moribund and corrupt. Consider Mercier’s 

caustic denouncement of his contemporaries in the “Epistle Dedicatory”: ‘Stupor [stupeur] 

now reigns, the tranquillity of my country resembles that of the grave. I see nought around 

me but coloured carcasses […]’ (I: vii; translation modified). There is nothing to redeem 

eighteenth-century France, no kernel that will eventually develop into the society witnessed 

by Mercier’s visitor. The fact that L’An 2440 is set in the future could be seen as a kind of 

window dressing, a quirky feature that ultimately serves to hide its affinity with the spatial 

utopias that preceded it. Contra Bury, Trousson, and Koselleck, the utopia is not yet fully 

 
42 On this complexity, see Ariffin, Généalogie, 9-33; Baker, Condorcet, 344-351; Gay, The 

Enlightenment, 368-395. 
43 Baker, Condorcet, 349.  
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temporalised in Mercier; progress has yet to change the utopian form from within.44 There is, 

however, something unsatisfactory about this claim that L’An 2440 continues the spatial 

tradition of utopianising. The proviso on describing L’An 2440 as a spatial utopia, the fact 

that it is set in the future, is very large. There are statements, such as the comment about the 

utopia of the future being half-way up the ladder to perfection, that are difficult to reconcile 

with any spatial reading of L’An 2440. Furthermore, such a description reinforces the bind 

identified by Jameson and Abensour, suggesting that the critical power of Mercier’s utopia 

can only be retained by reinterpreting it in spatial rather than temporal terms.  

However, there is a way of reconciling Mercier’s account of universal history, the futurity of 

L’An 2440, and the demand for radical novelty associated with the utopian genre. It should be 

emphasised that, despite Mercier’s critique of progress, there is a certain form of history that 

is valued in the utopian society of the future. Shortly after discussing the burning of Bossuet’s 

universal history, the visitor asks a propitious question of his host: ‘I approached the 

librarian, and asked, in a low voice, for the Age of Louis XV which might serve as a 

continuation to that of Louis XIV by Voltaire’ (II: 33).45 The visitor, who is obliged with a 

copy of the history of the age of Louis XV, here approvingly references Voltaire’s Le Siècle 

de Louis XIV [The Age of Louis XIV] (1751). This book by Voltaire is quite different from his 

later Essai sur les mœurs et l’esprit des nations, in which he attempts to rework Bossuet’s 

universal history in secular terms.46 Le Siècle de Louis XIV is a form of exemplary history, in 

which the cultural and artistic achievements of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries are ascribed transtemporal value. In Voltaire’s words, they are ‘deserving of the 

attention of all ages’.47 The time of Louis XIV is not the fruit of the progressive development 

 
44 This is something intimated by Réal Ouellet and Hélène Vachon, who stress that, despite the 

temporal nature of L’An 2440, time does not pass while the visitor is in utopia: ‘The only present of 

the L’An 2440 is a cyclical time closed in on itself, a circular time punctuated by the seasons, work, 

festivals, prayers, religious or civil rites’ (“La présentation de Paris,” 89; emphasis in original). In 

other words, we are returned to the timelessness of the spatial utopia, a static world lacking any 

dynamic element of change. 
45 It should be emphasised here that Mercier, despite the equivocal portrayal of Voltaire in L’An 2440, 

was often highly critical of Voltaire (Crugten-André, “Mercier et Voltaire”; Rufi, Le rêve laïque, 101-

115). Furthermore, as the chapter on Louis XIV in the 1786 edition of L’An 2440 suggests, Mercier 

was also sceptical of Voltaire’s concrete appraisal of this age (L’An Deux Mille Quatre Cent Quarante 

(1786), I: 267-277). Nevertheless, there is something about Voltaire’s historical method that Mercier 

admires, at least in the earlier edition of L’An 2440.  
46 For a comparison of the contrasting methodologies in the two books, see Trevor-Roper, History and 

the Enlightenment, 6-7.  
47 Voltaire, The Age of Louis XIV, 11.  
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of humanity but rather a rare moment of flourishing, one of a handful of ‘happy ages’ in the 

history of the world that serve as ‘examples for posterity’.48  

Throughout L’An 2440, when historical figures are positively mentioned in the utopia of the 

future, it is this exemplary mode that is invoked. For example, the visitor is informed that 

Pont Neuf is now known as the ‘bridge of Henry IV’, where a statue of him was erected in 

1614 (I: 37).49 The spectre of ‘good Henry IV’ hangs over Mercier’s utopia, with the king’s 

mode of ruling leaping over the passage of the years to provide a model for 2440 (I: 42). This 

is reinforced when the visitor attends the theatre, where one of the plays he watches is 

focused on the achievements of Henry IV:  

They announced for the second piece. The Hunting-Match of Henry IV. His name is 

constantly adored; future good kings have not been able to efface his memory. This 

piece does not show that the man disfigures the hero. The conqueror of the league 

never appeared to me so great as at that instant […]. (I: 200-201) 

There is an affinity between the time of Henry IV and the utopia of 2440; the latter builds on 

the achievements of the former and also completes them, such that the actions of the king 

find their proper home in utopia. Mercier intimates that utopia is prefigured, albeit in an 

incomplete way, at various moments in history; there are flashes of the future that litter the 

archives of humanity.  

Mercier’s invocation of the exemplary mode of history is complicated by his commitment to 

the future. He does not return, in any simplistic fashion, to the logic of repeatability that 

defined premodern modes of time consciousness.50 The utopian society takes up but also 

perfects and liberates the historical models handed down from the past. This becomes clear 

when Mercier’s visitor, having witnessed the splendours of the new Paris, declares that: ‘[…] 

my age found the greatest difficulties in the smallest enterprises; they made the most 

extraordinary preparative to announce an abortion. […] All things have their time. Our age 

was that of innumerable projects; yours is that of execution’ (I: 38). The distinction between 

projects and execution draws forth the relationship between the non-utopian past and the 

utopian future. The past is defined by examples of greatness that were stymied by the 

corruptions of the old society, quashed by the hostility and violence that Mercier highlights in 

 
48 Ibid., 5.  
49 On the place of Henry IV in French memory, see Thomas, Henri IV; Thompson, “The Creation.” 
50 On the importance of exemplarity to premodern time regimes, see Hartog, Regimes of Historicity, 

38; Koselleck, Futures Past, 268.  
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his universal history. By contrast, the future is the moment when these suppressed projects 

can find a home; they have their time in utopia, such that, like good Henry IV, their true 

greatness and power is set free in the world where the visitor finds himself. Here, we can 

return to the statement about the society of 2440 being ‘scarce yet half-way up the ladder’ (I: 

204). The suggestion is not that the eighteenth-century was a few rungs up the ladder and the 

twenty-fifth century has simply ascended further. It is rather that the first rung on the ladder 

only begins at some point after the eighteenth century. Progress is jumpstarted when France 

was ‘freed from that barbarism in which you were plunged’, when the sluice between projects 

and execution was opened, and the repressed desires and quashed hopes of the past were 

allowed to develop unencumbered (I: 204). 

Mercier, with this conception of history, negotiates the tension between utopian fiction and 

the philosophy of progress. To guarantee the novel status of the society imagined, Mercier 

must posit a radical break between actually existing society in the eighteenth century and his 

vision of a new world in the twenty-fifth century. In the spatial utopia, the separation between 

the non-utopian and utopian worlds is achieved through a geographical chasm, the ‘empty 

abyss’, between the two.51 The act of crossing the sea to an unknown location marks the 

beginning of utopian novelty, opening an unbridgeable space between the two worlds of the 

texts and freeing the utopian author to produce an image of a fundamentally different society. 

The geographical abyss of the earlier spatial utopias is not available to Mercier; once the 

decision is made to set utopia in the future, the fissure between non-utopia and utopia cannot 

be guaranteed by a spatial limit. At the same time, the act of utopianising requires some form 

of radical breach with the world as it exists; a negative act that is the condition for the 

positive figuration of a new society. The temporal imaginary of progress, at least as 

articulated by Mercier’s eighteenth-century contemporaries, is not adequate for this purpose, 

its gestational notion of novelty smoothing over the gap between the eighteenth century and 

its futural other. Mercier is thus caught between two competing tendencies. On the one hand, 

the need for a textual mark that sets apart the world of the future from the world of the 

present and, on the other, the linear path of development posited in eighteenth-century 

philosophies of history. Mercier’s break between present and future aims to reconcile these 

two demands; the distinction between the age of projects and the age of execution suggests 

that something fundamental has changed between 1771 and 2440. L’An 2440’s critique of 

universal history and alternative account of a temporal break come together to produce a 
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decisive gap between the world of before – that of the author and implied reader – and the 

world of the after – that of the characters who live in the new society described. Something 

has changed the course of history fundamentally, such that the movement from projects to 

execution functions, in Walter Benjamin’s words, to ‘blast open the continuum of history’.52  

A premature utopia?  

The subtle distinction between projects and execution described by Mercier – that, at a 

certain point, all the unfinished hopes and curtailed desires of history became hegemonic, 

directing the course of the world towards ever-greater perfection – suggests the possibility of 

a temporal leap. Between the eighteenth century and the twenty-fifth century, an event has 

taken place that fundamentally transforms the fortunes of France. What, however, is this 

breakpoint? What force impelled the opening of the sluice between projects and execution? It 

is here where L’An 2440 leaves a gap; Mercier gives us very little in the way of an 

explanation of how the social transformation has taken place. While an indication is given as 

to how it has not taken place – it has not been an evolution from the dominant tendencies of 

the eighteenth century – Mercier’s positive explanations are more equivocal. At one point, for 

example, the reader is informed that the change began when a ‘philosophic prince’ ascended 

to the throne: ‘The revolution was effected without trouble, and by the heroism of one great 

man’ (II: 123). Yet, Mercier’s relative silence on this monarch – we do not know when he 

came to power, what his name is, or what prompted him to abandon the corrupt ways of his 

predecessors – indicates the tentativeness of this imaginary of social change. Furthermore, 

Mercier voices doubts about the image of a good ruler, adding in a footnote that a civil war 

may be necessary to achieve liberty: ‘In certain states it is an epoch that becomes necessary; 

an epoch terrible and bloody, but the signal of liberty. It is of a civil war that I speak’ (II: 

119). A violent struggle may be needed to release the unfinished projects of the past.53  

Mercier’s equivocation over the transformation to come indicates something about the 

limitations of temporal consciousness in the moment in which he was writing. There is a lack 

in social experience, such that Mercier intimates towards the break but cannot describe it. Of 

particular importance here is Mercier’s use of the term revolution in the quotation above. 

Writing prior to the French Revolution, Mercier suggests that the prince’s revolution ‘put the 

 
52 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 396. 
53 Mercier, partly in response to the ongoing revolt in the ‘Anglo-American colonies’, complicates this 

account further in the 1786 edition, where he emphasises the role of great leaders in uniting ‘the 

rebellious people [le peuple révolté]’ into a cohesive whole (L’An Deux Mille Quatre Cent Quarante 

(1786), III: 123). 
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affairs of the nation in possession of their ancient prerogatives’ (II: 123; translation 

modified). The term revolution, at this moment, did not connote a mass social process 

inaugurating a new order but rather a movement of reversal and return.54 However, Mercier’s 

temporal break requires a notion of revolution in the modern sense, as a turning point that 

promises an alternative order of development predicated on a fresh foundation. As Georg 

Lukács suggests of the historical novel, the French Revolution cultivated a feeling of 

collective historicity and, in the absence of such an experience of mass transformation, 

Mercier could, at best, gesture towards the processes that would be required to bring about 

utopia, ricocheting between the hope for a peaceful change and the fear of a civil war.55 That 

is to say, Mercier’s utopia was premature; without the modern notion of revolution, the gap 

between the eighteenth century and the twenty-fifth century could only appear as a blank. All 

of this, however, prompts a question: What is it about the modern conception of revolution 

that makes it of particular value for the utopian author? The next chapter addresses this 

concern.  

 
54 Mercier’s claim that ‘[a]ll is revolution in this world’ (II: 119) is often quoted by historians of the 

concept of revolution to highlight the emerging relationship between revolution and novelty, rather 

than restoration, in the eighteenth century (Halliday, Revolution and World Politics, 32; Koselleck, 

Futures Past, 48; Ungvari, “Revolution,” 1). Certainly, Mercier’s quotation demonstrates a feeling 

that change and upheaval are widespread. However, it is unclear whether the quotation, particularly 

when read as part of L’An 2440 as a whole, suggests a commitment to the forms of mass collective 

action that are associated with the modern conception of revolution.  
55 Lukács, The Historical Novel, 19-30. 



54 

 

Chapter 2 

Revolution: Between novelty and repetition  

The last chapter ended on a note of ambiguity. L’An 2440 requires a radical break, an event 

that separates the non-utopian past from the utopian future in an irrevocable fashion, but it 

struggles to represent this moment of transformation, equivocating between the desire for an 

enlightened prince and the fear of a destructive civil war. There is something missing in 

Mercier’s utopia, a gap in his portrayal of the movement between the eighteenth century and 

the twenty-fifth century. The political and social form of the change imagined by Mercier 

would not remain indeterminate for long. The French Revolution, beginning just eighteen 

years after the publication of the first edition of L’An 2440, offered an image of a rapid 

change that fundamentally alters the course of history that is only opaquely glimpsed by 

Mercier in his utopia. This is something Mercier himself indicates in one of the final editions 

of L’An 2440, published in 1801. In a new foreword, Mercier enthusiastically embraces 

revolution as the key to his conception of historical change, declaring himself ‘the true 

prophet of the revolution’.1 The Revolution is a firm foundation for progress, representing the 

first rung on the ladder to perfection: ‘Readers, like me, see in the future all the goods that the 

revolution will produce.’2 Mercier posits his visionary proclamations of 2440 as the fruit of 

1789; the two dates are bound together, such that the realisation of the dreams of the future 

are reliant on the revolution of Mercier’s present.  

It is only at this point, after the French Revolution, that L’An 2440 becomes a hymn to 

progress, with Mercier positing the society of the future as the continuation of tendencies 

already observable in his own time. After 1789, Mercier could begin to fill in the blank space 

between the eighteenth century and the twenty-fifth century, gesturing towards a line of 

continuity from the revolutionary present to the utopian future. Yet, the 1801 edition of L’An 

2440, with the exception of the new foreword by Mercier, remains essentially the same as the 

edition published in 1786. For example, despite Mercier’s awareness of the collective and 

violent nature of the events that followed 1789, L’An 2440 still asserts that ‘the revolution 

was effected without trouble, and by the heroism of one great man’.3 The equivocations of 

Mercier’s account of history remain, such that the exact effects of the French Revolution on 

the form of the temporal utopia are unclear. To borrow Gérard Genette’s term, there is an 

 
1 Mercier, L’An Deux Mille Quatre Cent Quarante (1801), I: ii.  
2 Ibid., I: xxvii.  
3 Ibid., II: 115.  
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unresolved tension between paratext (the foreword) and text (the utopia that follows), pre-

revolutionary consciousness and post-revolutionary consciousness conflicting.4  

It is the task of this chapter to build on Mercier’s evocative comments on the French 

Revolution through a reading of Hannah Arendt’s classic study On Revolution (1963) and 

William Morris’s utopia News from Nowhere (1890). I begin in the first section by 

considering the affinity between revolutionary action and utopian writing. As Arendt 

famously argued, the experience of revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was 

defined by a radical sense of novelty, a feeling that human history can begin again from an 

entirely new basis that has no precedent in the past. The novelty associated with revolutions 

offers a way for utopian writers to represent the transition from a non-utopian world to 

utopia, providing the kind of radical break between past and future called for by the literary 

utopian form. While allusions to revolution can be found in many nineteenth-century utopian 

visions, Morris’s News from Nowhere, and in particular the chapter “How the Change Came”, 

represents one of the most developed and concrete accounts of revolution in a literary utopia. 

The second section, however, turns to a tension between utopia and revolution. For Arendt, 

revolutions are haunted by the spectre of repetition. A fear emerges that the revolution, that 

which should be completely new, will repeat the old, returning back to the sufferings and 

degradations of the past. This dissonance between novelty and repetition is evident in News 

from Nowhere, where references to the French Revolution and the Paris Commune cast the 

revolution of the future in terms of past struggle. As a consequence, there is a subterranean 

anxiety in Morris’s utopian society, a feeling that the revolution, like the French Revolution 

and the Paris Commune, will result not in the end of class society but instead its return in a 

new form.  

The pathos of novelty  

The importance of Arendt’s On Revolution for an account of the relationship between 

revolution and utopia lies in her notion of the ‘pathos of novelty’.5 Arendt’s study zooms in 

on the sense of newness that accompanied the political transformations in America and 

France in the late eighteenth century. What is decisive in the ‘modern concept of revolution’ 

is that it is ‘inextricably bound up with the notion that the course of history suddenly begins 

anew, that an entirely new story, a story never known or told before, is about to unfold’ (28). 

The French Revolution, in particular, was marked by a sustained attempt to break with the 
 

4 Genette, Paratexts.  
5 Arendt, On Revolution, 34 (henceforth cited in text).  
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past. The clearest example here, already hinted at by Arendt, is the Republican Calendar, 

which designated 1789 as Year One of the French Revolution.6 Consider also the figure of 

l’homme nouveau (the new man) in the work of great theorists of the revolution, such as 

Condorcet, and the popular pamphlet literature of the time.7 The quotidian habits of humanity 

were ripe for regeneration, the revolution working its way progressively deeper into French 

society, upturning and transforming at each step. 

Peter Fritzsche, commenting on the temporal consciousness inaugurated by the French 

Revolution, makes a particularly useful remark: ‘It was the self-authorization to reimagine 

the familiar world that proved to be so liberating, and so scandalous.’8 This is, of course, also 

the task of the temporal utopian: to reimagine the familiar world and infuse a recognisable 

landscape with novelty, whether that be the Paris of the eighteenth century in Mercier’s L’An 

2440 or the London of the nineteenth century in Morris’s News from Nowhere. In one sense, 

there is a simple connection between the experience of revolution and the act of utopianising. 

The affinity between revolution and utopia, that the latter does the same work as the former, 

albeit in the speculative realm of the imagination rather than the concrete realm of politics, is 

expressed by Aleida Assmann in the following way: ‘Utopias and revolutions belong closely 

together; they are philosophical as well as political means of forcing a temporal break and 

then establishing and staging the new.’9 Both revolutions and utopias establish the new, 

declaring a break from the old, but they also stage it, demonstrating what it means to live in a 

world where the watchword is novelty. 

At a certain level of abstraction, revolution and utopia are joined in a tight embrace, each 

bolstering the other. Yet, things become more complicated once we delve into the utopian 

writing of the nineteenth century where, prior to the publication of Morris’s News from 

Nowhere, it is difficult to find fully developed accounts of futural revolutions resulting in the 

foundation of utopian societies. To consider this point, we can briefly turn to two well-known 

examples of nineteenth-century utopianism: the utopian socialists of the first half of the 

century and Edward Bellamy’s hugely influential text Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (1888). 

The visions, and practical experiments, of Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and Étienne Cabet 

are different to the spatial utopias of the pre-revolutionary period. While spatial utopias were 

 
6 On the time consciousness of the Republican Calendar, see Meinzer, “Der französische 

Revolutionskalender”; Perovic, “No Future.” 
7 Baecque, “L’homme nouveau”; Ozouf, “La Révolution Française et Vidée de l’homme nouveau.” 
8 Fritzsche, Stranded in the Present, 21.  
9 Assmann, Is Time Out of Joint? 116.  
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never designed to be implemented, the utopian socialists engaged in programmatic attempts 

to plan new societies. The blueprint-like nature of these utopias, however, also differentiates 

them from temporal utopias such as Mercier’s L’An 2440. For the programmatic utopias, the 

new society can be realised in the here and now; there is no need to travel centuries into the 

future to experience a transformation, all the resources for an alternative social order are 

available in the present. Furthermore, the utopian socialists, for the most part, were 

nonrevolutionary, believing that the transition to a utopian society could be achieved 

peacefully via a process of persuasion and demonstration.10 The proliferation of Owenite, 

Fourierite, and Icarian experiments in communal living in the first half of the nineteenth 

century speaks to this strategy.  

These writers do not entirely abandon the literary utopian tradition – something evident in the 

travel narrative of Cabet’s Voyage en Icarie [Travels in Icaria] (1840) – but the aversion to 

temporal breaks and emphasis on practicality marginalise the imaginative element. We are no 

longer dealing with non-existent societies that are better and different to our own, but a plan 

of action. As Louis Marin comments, Cabet’s vision denigrates the utopian impulse: ‘Hope 

takes control of the future by applying the rational strategy of a project […]. Utopia does 

come from expectation, however. It is constantly based on surprise before the future 

contained in every moment of the present.’11 Much like the criticisms voiced by Jameson and 

Abensour of the temporal utopia, the programmatic utopias of the early nineteenth century 

undercut the element of novelty and alterity that is at the heart of utopia. At first glance, this 

might seem to leave utopia in an odd situation. Why would the utopias produced in the 

aftermath of the French Revolution, in a moment when, whatever the travails of the 

revolutionary process, it appeared that everything could be overturned, take this apparently 

conservative form?  

Care should be taken, however, not to distance the utopian socialists from the experience of 

revolution tout court. The nonrevolutionary strategy for change relied on the previous 

experience of revolution as one of its conditions of possibility. As Krishan Kumar emphasises 

in the case of Owen, after the French Revolution, the ‘question of the road to utopia could no 

longer be ignored’, such that visions of new societies ‘could not now be discovered “outside” 

 
10 On the political strategy of the utopian socialists, see Beecher, Charles Fourier, 327-328; Guarneri, 

The Utopian Alternative, 121-134; Harrison, Robert Owen, 127-128, 130; Manuel and Manuel, 

Utopian Thought, 581-589; Sutton, Les Icariens, 33; Taylor, The Political Ideas, 14-15. 
11 Marin, Utopics, 274.  
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society’ and instead ‘belonged squarely to modern society’.12 That the utopias of these early 

socialists do not posit a temporal break is predicated on the fact that the transformation has 

already occurred; everything is at hand for liberation. Mona Ozouf, in her reflections on the 

utopians of the post-revolutionary decades, makes this clear: ‘We do not move forward from 

utopia to revolution, then, but, on the contrary, back from revolution to utopia; it is the birth 

of historical optimism that retrospectively provides utopia with an activism that it in no way 

possessed.’13 A new beginning has already been inscribed in the annals of history and it is the 

task of the utopians to carry on this tradition, often building on the images of liberated worlds 

that were already circulating in the years after 1789.14 This was not, of course, an entirely 

straightforward process; there was certainly a feeling that the Revolution was insufficient and 

misguided in certain respects. Nevertheless, a linear ameliorative movement was posited, 

allowing these utopians to sidestep the description of a new revolution, as Morris will do, or 

even, as Mercier does, posit a large expanse of time between the familiar present and the 

imagined future. To return to the debate of the last chapter, if there are utopias of gradual 

progress, it is these nineteenth-century examples rather than Mercier’s L’An 2440 that should 

be the focus.15  

At first glance, Bellamy’s Looking Backward offers something quite different to the utopian 

socialists of the early nineteenth century. Against the programmatic utopians, Bellamy, by 

placing his utopian Boston in the year 2000, does not offer a society to be instituted in the 

here and now and, instead, presents it as the result of a century of structural change. Bellamy 

thus maintains the imaginative element of the utopian form. This does not involve, however, 

a retreat from the temporalisation of utopia. Against the spatial utopias of the nineteenth 

century – one thinks of Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871) and Samuel 

Butler’s Erewhon (1872), set deep under the earth and in a remote South American valley 

respectively – Bellamy’s gaze is futural. Hence, Looking Backward is very similar to L’An 

2440. Both Bellamy and Mercier imagine a society set many years in the future in which a 

recognisable geographical location is transformed almost beyond recognition. Of course, 

 
12 Kumar, “Utopian Thought,” 6-7. See also Ozouf, “La Révolution Française au tribunal de l’utopie.”  
13 Ozouf, Festivals and the French Revolution, 10.  
14 On utopias in the French Revolution, see Bianchi, “Révolution française et Utopie”; Cook, 

“Utopian Fiction.”  
15 This is certainly the case for Fourier, who integrated his vision of a future society into a grand 

account of human history (Beecher, Charles Fourier, 318-327).  
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there are futural literary utopias scattered across the nineteenth century.16 However, 

Bellamy’s text, one of the bestselling American novels of the time, inspired countless other 

futural utopian visions in the years after it was published.17 As such, the publication of 

Looking Backward was a crucial event in the temporalisation of utopia. 

The futurity of both L’An 2440 and Looking Backward is not the only similarity between the 

two texts. As discussed in the previous chapter, L’An 2440 struggles to describe the change 

that occurs in the years between the eighteenth century and the twenty-fifth century. Looking 

Backward is similarly ambiguous about the transformation that has happened in the twentieth 

century. On the one hand, the reader is told that the process has been one of peaceful 

evolution, the new society emerging out of tendencies that were already present in the 

nineteenth-century world. The ‘riddle’ of capitalism, on Bellamy’s account, ‘solved itself’ via 

a process of ‘industrial evolution’, such that all ‘society had to do was to recognize and 

cooperate with that evolution’.18 On the other hand, later in the text, it is suggested that 

something more radical than evolution has occurred. Like L’An 2440, there are indications of 

a temporal break, a moment of radical rupture when history is reborn. In a sermon delivered 

by Mr. Barton, it is declared that, in the nineteenth century, ‘the evolution of humanity had 

resulted in leading it into a cul de sac, and that there was no way of getting forward’.19 Some 

event must have broken through the dead end of history, decisively separating the degraded 

past from the liberated future. As David Ketterer emphasises, although Bellamy explicitly 

denies the need for a ‘bloody revolution’, the language he uses – which implies a process of 

overturning, breaking, and disruption – has a ‘sabotaging’ effect on this intention and points 

‘to the likelihood that millennial Boston was preceded by something like the October 

Revolution’.20 Looking Backward construes and denies the evolutionary impulse, suggesting 

 
16 Futural utopias published prior to Bellamy in the nineteenth century include Jane Webb’s The 

Mummy! (1827), Vladimir Odoevsky’s 4338-й год [“The Year 4338”] (1835), Mary Griffith’s “Three 

Hundred Years Hence” (1836), George Wood’s Future Life (1858), Peter Harting’s Anno 2065 [Year 

2065] (1865), and Nunsowe Green’s A Thousand Years Hence (1882). On utopian futures in this 

period, see Nydahl, “Early Fictional Futures.” 
17 On the reception of Looking Backward, see Guarneri, “An American Utopia”; Pfaelzer, The 

Utopian Novel, 40-51; Roemer, “Contexts and Texts.” 
18 Bellamy, Looking Backward, 29. Technological progress, in particular, is emphasised by Bellamy 

(Decker, “Das Ende der republikanischen Maschine”; Segal, “Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward”; 

Shumway, “Looking Backward, Looking Forward”). At the same time, there are indications that the 

utopia is a radical restoration, returning America to a pre-industrial, pastoral ideal (Cantor, “The 

Backward Look”; Towers, “The Insomnia of Julian West”). 
19 Bellamy, Looking Backward, 166.  
20 Ketterer, New Worlds for Old, 115-116.  
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both that there are long-standing tendencies pointing to utopia and that humanity must begin 

again from a new basis, even if the exact shape of this change remains unclear.21  

The affinity between Mercier and Bellamy is disappointing. Despite the revolutions of the 

late eighteenth century and the nineteenth century, events that offered the utopian writer 

abundant resources for imagining the process of historical change, Bellamy is caught in the 

same bind as Mercier, equivocating between a vaguely described evolutionism and hinted at 

revolutionism.22 If the earlier nineteenth-century utopias were too close to the French 

Revolution, such that they were unable to posit a new beginning, then Bellamy is too far 

away, his return to the temporal utopia of Mercier both implying and denying revolution. 

This is something reflected in the post-Bellamy wave of utopian fiction published in the 

1880s and 1890s. While some texts describe revolutions in positive and detailed terms, 

including H. B. Salisbury’s Miss Worden’s Hero (1890), Frederick W. Hayes’s The Great 

Revolution of 1905 (1893), and Z. S. Hendow’s The Future Power (1897), others treat them 

with suspicion. For instance, in Ignatius Donnelly’s Caesar’s Column (1890) and H. G. 

Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes (1899), futural revolutions are imagined but they fail to 

bring about a new society; some other mechanism is needed to move from non-utopia to 

utopia.23 Despite the prima facie affinity between the concept of revolution and the utopian 

form, for much of the nineteenth century, the relationship between the two is indeterminate, 

utopia relying on something like a revolutionary break to lubricate the path to a liberated 

world that is radically other to that of the contemporary moment but pulling away from an 

endorsement of the series of political struggles that have characteristically defined revolution 

in the modern period.  

News from Nowhere, which was first published in serialised form in 1890, is significant in 

this context. Morris’s bucolic image of an England remade makes explicit the revolutionary 

consciousness evoked in Mercier, the programmatic utopians, and Bellamy. While not the 

only example of the coming together of revolution and utopia in the fin de siècle revival of 

utopian fiction, News from Nowhere is the most famous and powerful attempt to think 

 
21 Unsurprisingly, Bellamy’s utopians, like Mercier’s, have a one-dimensional and limited 

understanding of history (Casement, “On Not Looking Backward”).  
22 Equality (1897), the sequel to Looking Backward, begins to break through this bind, with Bellamy 

largely abandoning talk of evolution and instead positing a revolutionary break (Cadle, “Imagining 

Equality”).  
23 On Donnelly’s revolution, see Pfaelzer, Utopian Fiction in America, 438-463. On the relationship 

between Wells’s novel, anxieties about repetition, and the Paris Commune, see Holland, “It Had to 

Come Back.”  
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through the relationship between these two terms. Like L’An 2440 and Looking Backward, 

Morris’s utopia is set in the far future, the protagonist William Guest transported from a 

degraded Victorian London to a communist England in the twenty-second century, in which 

money and the state have been abolished, cities broken down into small democratic 

communities, and toilsome labour transformed into artistic craft. In common with Mercier 

and Bellamy, as John Goode emphasises, ‘the history narrated proleptically’ in News from 

Nowhere must be ‘lived through’ in order for the new society to be realised; there are no 

shortcuts.24 More importantly, however, the utopian England of the future is the fruit of a 

revolution that took place in the twentieth century. With Morris, the literary utopia finds a 

means of representing the temporal break, the experience of revolution functioning as a 

breach point between the old and the new. News from Nowhere breaks through the bind 

confronting the relationship between revolution and utopia, bringing together both terms such 

that neither is degraded or abandoned.  

The moment of transformation is described in one of the longest chapters of News from 

Nowhere: “How the Change Came”. Guest has been taken to old Hammond to learn more 

about the strange society in which he finds himself. Having already experienced the 

communistic social relations of the new England, Guest is keen to hear about the history of 

the past few centuries, declaring that ‘what puzzles me most is how it all came about’.25 

Ensconced in the British Museum in London and evincing a certain ‘inverted sympathy’ with 

the past, simultaneously fascinated by a world radically other to his own and disgusted by its 

corruption, Hammond is in an ideal position to offer an explanation to Guest (148). 

Hammond is clear that peaceful evolution had no place in the transition to the new society: ‘It 

was war from beginning to end’ (149). This tale of war, the struggle to break through the 

temporal continuum, begins in the late nineteenth century. On Hammond’s account, this was 

a time of pessimism, a moment when even committed socialists ‘shrunk from what seemed to 

them the barren task of preaching the realisation of the happy dream’ (150). However, the 

violence of capitalist society – the submerged war between the classes defined by ‘strikes and 

lock-outs and starvation’ – provided the conditions of possibility for revolutionary 

consciousness, something that grew stronger and deeper in the twentieth century (149). In 

1952, in the midst of a deep economic crisis, the conflict broke out into the open. A 

Resolution of the Combined Workers, in which the working class declared its intention to 

 
24 Goode, “Writing Beyond the End,” 33.  
25 Morris, News from Nowhere, 148 (henceforth cited in text).  
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handle the management of the economic and social life of the country, represented ‘a 

declaration of war, and was so accepted by the master class’ (157). The violent reaction of the 

ruling class to this Resolution, centred on the massacre of a crowd in London’s Trafalgar 

Square, triggers a revolutionary struggle, involving the formation of a Committee of Public 

Safety, a civil war, and a general strike, eventually resulting in a decisive victory for the 

working class. At the end of this struggle, the pessimism of the nineteenth century is entirely 

reversed, as it ‘became clear to all men that the cause which was once hopeless, was now 

triumphant, and that the hopeless cause was that of slavery and privilege’ (186). 

Hammond’s epic tale of the ‘eager, restless heroism of a declared revolutionary period’ is 

predicated on Morris’s Marxism (184). By the time Morris was writing News from Nowhere, 

he was a committed Marxist, his earlier romanticism altered and transformed by an emphasis 

on the importance of class struggle.26 The war between the classes held the key to historical 

development, such that the shape of the future was dependent on the outcome of the conflict 

between the ruling class and the proletariat. The Marxist account of class struggle provided 

Morris with a set of resources through which the temporal utopia could be retooled to 

represent revolutionary struggle.27 Morris’s Marxism allows him to approach revolution in 

quite a different manner to the programmatic utopians and Bellamy. Contra the 

programmatic utopians, Marxism relativised the French Revolution and futurised the 

revolutionary imaginary. The French experience represented a new beginning, a moment of 

decisive change, but not the new beginning, or the revolution that fundamentally and 

irrevocably transforms human affairs. If the French Revolution brought about a new form of 

class society, we are still awaiting the revolution that will end class society, bringing about an 

era of fulfilment, contentment, and peace. Revolution became amenable to utopian 

speculation. The heroic tale of Hammond is staked on the sense that there is a revolutionary 

surplus over the events of the French Revolution.  

 
26 Something traced by E. P. Thompson in his biography of Morris, aptly titled William Morris: 

Romantic to Revolutionary. On the coming together of Morris’s Marxism and romanticism in his 

account of revolutionary violence, see Hanson, William Morris, 155-165.  
27 As Abensour notes, Morris was part of the ‘new utopian spirit’, involving ‘the integration of the 

revolutionary criticisms of Utopia – for example, Marx’s and Proudhon’s (though not only theirs) – 

without […] spelling the end of Utopia’ (“William Morris,” 126). On Morris’s attempt to reconcile 

Marxism and utopianism, see Levitas, The Concept of Utopia, 123-150; Meier, William Morris, 201-

244; Morton, The English Utopia, 193-236; Thompson, William Morris, 763-816.  
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And, against Bellamy, Morris did not side-line the historical experience of revolution. In a 

review of Bellamy’s utopia, Morris makes it clear that Bellamy’s ‘gradual and peaceable 

revolution’ undercuts the utopian quality of Looking Backward: 

It follows naturally from the author’s satisfaction with the best part of modern life that 

he conceives of the change to Socialism as taking place without any breakdown of 

that life, or indeed disturbance of it, by means of the final development of the great 

private monopolies which are such a noteworthy feature of the present day.28 

Where Bellamy leaves a vague sense of historical absence and gap, Morris has a model for 

the tumults to come. The images from the French Revolution, such as the Committee of 

Public Safety, in Morris’s account of proletarian revolution suggest that the events of the 

eighteenth century offer a guide for the moment of breakdown missing in Looking Backward. 

The revolution of the future, News from Nowhere implies, will still be a recognisable 

revolution, something concretised and prefigured, if not entirely exhausted, by the events in 

France of the 1790s.  

The revolution, as Hammond informs Guest, marked a new beginning in history. It was the 

moment when the world experienced its ‘second birth’; the ‘spirit of the new days’ was 

unleashed (189). The new life inaugurated by the revolution is a theme that cuts across News 

from Nowhere. Guest is repeatedly struck by the feeling that humanity has been regenerated 

by the experience of revolution in the twentieth century. For instance, gazing up at a series of 

fairy tale images that adorn the dining hall where he is eating, Guest reflects that the utopians 

are living their ‘second childhood’, with Hammond adding that ‘wise and unhappy manhood’ 

should be forestalled as long as possible lest it sap the youthful force that dominates in the 

future England (146-147).29 The permanence of the new life, that no new revolutions are on 

the horizon, is buttressed by a feeling of timelessness. Like Mercier’s L’An 2440, there is a 

suspicion of history amongst the utopians in News from Nowhere, such that knowledge of the 

past is confined to cranky antiquarians like old Hammond. For instance, Dick, one of Guest’s 

guides, informs him that:  

[…] some don’t care about [history]; in fact, I don’t think many do. I have heard my 

great-grandfather say that it is mostly in periods of turmoil and strife and confusion 

 
28 Morris, Political Writings, 421.  
29 In Northrop Frye’s words, Morris’s utopians ‘seem to be living in a gigantic kindergarten’ (“The 

Meeting of Past and Future,” 313).  
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that people care so much about history; and you know […] we are not like that now. 

(42) 

The end of turmoil and strife has made historical knowledge gratuitous. If there are no more 

developments in the world, then there is little reason to focus on the events of the past. This 

timelessness is confirmed by the unease prompted by the presence of Guest.30 Another 

character, Clara, suggests that Guest has reminded them all of ‘past unhappy times’, polluting 

‘the air all round us’ with the miseries of the nineteenth century (196). 

In News from Nowhere, Arendt’s pathos of novelty is abundantly present. The experience of 

revolution becomes tied up with the feeling that human history is marked by evental breaks. 

The move in News from Nowhere is double. On the one hand, the presentation of change in 

the text reflects and recapitulates the revolutionary struggles of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, using the radical novelty associated with mass collective action aimed at 

overturning the social and political order as an imaginative lever to describe the passage to 

utopia. On the other hand, Morris reassures the reader that the next revolution, the proletarian 

revolution, will be the final one. In proper utopian fashion, as H. G. Wells emphasised in his 

response to News from Nowhere, the society imagined has reached ‘a balance of happiness 

won for ever against the forces of unrest and disorder that inhere in things’.31 Morris thus 

balances between the revolutionary past and the revolutionary future, looking back to the 

struggles already experienced to imagine a stronger and deeper break in the time to come.  

The spectre of repetition  

On Revolution and News from Nowhere are about novelty, emphasising the radical nature of 

the break inaugurated by the revolutionary experience, whether of the eighteenth-century past 

or the twentieth-century future. At the same time, the pathos of novelty is not undisturbed. 

Arendt and Morris suggest that the concatenation of revolution and novelty is disrupted by a 

third force: repetition. In On Revolution, this first becomes clear when Arendt highlights the 

semantic instability of the term revolution. Prior to the great political upheavals of the 

eighteenth century, the term revolution did not involve any claim to radical novelty. 

 
30 On Guest’s inability to fully integrate into the utopian world of the future, see Belsey, “Getting 

Somewhere,” 346-348; Buzard, “Ethnography as Interruption,” 470; Camarda, “Liberal Possibilities,” 

311-315.  
31 Wells, A Modern Utopia, 5. Abensour implies that News from Nowhere should not be understood as 

a temporal utopia because of its timelessness: ‘In short, we leave history, we put an end to the pattern’ 

(“William Morris,” 135). On forgetfulness in News from Nowhere, see Buzard, “Ethnography as 

Interruption,” 456-458; Plotz, “Nowhere and Everywhere,” 934-943.  
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Revolution, in its original meaning, referred to a ‘movement of revolving back to some 

preestablished point and, by implication, of swinging back into a preordained order’ (42-

43).32 As Koselleck notes in his response to On Revolution, it was only with the opening of a 

‘new horizon of expectation’ in the eighteenth century, when the future appeared as a realm 

of novelty rather than repetition, that revolution ceased to involve a return to ‘given 

conditions or possibilities’ and instead ‘led forward into an unknown future’.33 In Arendt’s 

account, however, the residue of restoration has never been entirely expunged from the term 

revolution, with more conservative notions of return lingering deep in the historical 

experience of political and social upheaval.  

The temporal consciousness of both the American and French revolutions was defined by a 

tension between novelty and repetition. As the revolutions proceeded, it became clear that a 

new state of affairs was being inaugurated, that the revolutionaries were not only undoing the 

corruptions of the past but also founding the world anew. The feeling of beginning provoked 

an anxiety on behalf of the revolutionaries; the ‘abyss of freedom’ that opened in front of 

them, the fact that they could do anything, meant anything they did do appeared groundless, 

almost whimsical.34 The ‘very nature of a beginning’ carries with it ‘a measure of complete 

arbitrariness’ (206). Consequently, the revolutionaries feared that they lacked the authority to 

found a new order; anything they created appeared artificial compared to the accumulated 

power of the Ancien Régime. This led the revolutionaries to scramble about for precedents of 

foundation, ‘ransacking […] the archives of antiquity for paradigms to guide their own 

intentions’.35 Two foundation fables were of particular importance: the biblical story 

describing the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt that resulted in the legislation constituting 

the Hebrew people, and Virgil’s account of the travails of Aeneas after he had escaped a 

ruined Troy, a journey that eventually resulted in the foundation of Rome. Each of these tales 

begins with a story of liberation, an escape from slavery or disaster, and are ‘centred about a 

future promise of freedom, the eventual conquest of a promised land or the foundation of a 

new city’ (205). The revolution, in the light of these foundation legends, was understood as ‘a 

hiatus between the end of the old order and the beginning of the new’, a privileged moment in 

which an alternative society could be created (205). As Arendt stresses, ‘without the classical 

 
32 On this shift in the term revolution, see Baker, “Revolution”; Griewank, Der neuzeitliche 

Revolutionsbegriff, 143-158; Koselleck, Futures Past, 43-47. 
33 Koselleck, Futures Past, 49.  
34 Arendt, The Life of the Mind, 207.  
35 Ibid., 215 
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example shining through the centuries, none of the men of the revolutions on either side of 

the Atlantic would have possessed the courage for what then turned out to be unprecedented 

action’ (196). Stories of foundation functioned as ‘radical utopian thought-trains’, offering 

reassurance that a stable and secure state of affairs could be created.36  

Turning back to the tales of antiquity allowed the revolutionaries to negotiate the hiatus 

between the end of the old order and the foundation of the new, forcing them to embrace the 

moment of radical openness that characterises a revolutionary beginning. At the same time, 

these legends did not contain any obvious lessons for the revolutionaries; no prescriptions for 

the political contours of the new state of affairs were offered. In fact, for Arendt, the use of 

these legends by the French and American revolutionaries varied, pushing each event in a 

different direction. The issue at stake in On Revolution is not whether absolute breaks should 

be either embraced or rejected. It is not the case, as Mark Wenman asserts, that Arendt 

defends a Benjaminian conception of messianic novelty, espousing ‘the moment of radical 

innovation’ in the American and French experience.37 At the same time, contra Andreas 

Kalyvas’s argument, Arendt’s critique of the French Revolution is not that the revolutionaries 

ignored history and clung to the ‘ultimately nonsensical and hopelessly implausible’ idea of 

radical novelty.38 Rather, the question prompted by On Revolution is about the value of 

different kinds of repetition. The new beginnings of both the French and American 

revolutions involve some kind of return to the past, their novelty emerging out of a 

negotiation with history, but these returns are not equally legitimate or productive.  

The American revolutionaries did not take the Judeo-Christian or Roman examples as models 

to be transplanted into the eighteenth century. Instead, like the actors in the foundation 

legends, the revolutionaries cast around within their own experience for scraps, however 

fragmentary and weak, of the new beginning to be forged. They took ‘hidden’ aspects of their 

life and concatenated them into a firm foundation, bringing ‘the new American experience 

[…] out into the open’ (166-167).39 The revolution marked a genuine beginning because it 

took up occasional aspects of life as it already existed, the democratic practices in place, and 

 
36 Ibid., 205. 
37 Wenman, Agonistic Democracy, 68 
38 Kalyvas, Democracy, 223. 
39 As Wilfried Nippel notes, the Americans deployed examples from antiquity ‘liberally and 

haphazardly’, rather than looking to the past for a model (Ancient and Modern Democracy, 138). 

More generally on the influence of classical examples, see Bederman, The Classical Foundations; 

Sellers, American Republicanism; Shalev, Rome Reborn. On the importance of biblical tales of 

foundation, see Byrd, Sacred Scripture, Sacred War. 
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turned them into something permanent and stable. There was nothing necessary about this; it 

involved the creative process of bringing together the past and present to create a new order. 

As Patchen Markell comments, the Americans were attuned to ‘the course of the event, 

simultaneously continuous and innovative, and characterized by an element of surprise’.40 

The surprise points to the moment of novelty in the situation, the sense that the future opened 

up to a new state of affairs. They innovated within their inheritance, the revolutionaries 

looking to their experience to find resources to begin again, thus forging a ‘tradition of the 

new’.41 

By contrast, Arendt’s account of the French Revolution is a cautionary tale, a warning on 

how not to act in the hiatus between the old and new. One aspect of Arendt’s critique of the 

French Revolution is that the revolutionaries hewed too closely to the examples derived from 

antiquity. They were inattentive to the contours of the particular situation in which they found 

themselves and instead fixated on simply repeating the actions of the Israelites and Romans. 

For Arendt, Marx was essentially correct when he argued that the French Revolution failed to 

escape the hold of antiquity:  

The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the 

living. […] Thus Luther donned the mask of the Apostle Paul, the revolution of 1789 

to 1814 draped itself alternately as the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, and 

the revolution of 1848 knew nothing better to do than to parody, now 1789, now the 

revolutionary tradition of 1793 to 1795.42 

The movement backwards, on Marx’s account, contains something pathological, with the act 

of repeating the past clouding the ability of the revolutionaries to comprehend the distinctive 

possibilities of the hiatus in which they found themselves. The French cleaved to the example 

of the establishment of Rome, thinking that Virgil’s stories of foundation offered a step-by-

step guide for how they should act during their own revolution. The revolutionaries 

understood their enterprise to involve the reconstitution and regeneration of Rome; they 

mimicked the manners of the ancients to ensure the stability of their own enterprise. Rather 

than attempting to build a ‘new Rome’, a distinct political order that would survive for 

 
40 Markell, “The Experience of Action,” 101; emphasis in original.  
41 Miller, “The Pathos of Novelty,” 184; emphasis in original.  
42 Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire, 103-104. For a discussion of Arendt’s use of this passage in On 

Revolution, see Leonard, “Arendt’s Revolutionary Antiquity.” 
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centuries, they instead aimed to found ‘Rome anew’, harking back to the socio-political 

contours of the ancient world (212). 

The examples of antiquity are, in one sense, necessary, there is a need for reassuring models 

of foundation to bolster the revolutionary process, but also dangerous, driving a wedge 

between the revolutionaries and their historic situation.43 The repetition of the ancients in the 

French Revolution has an important consequence for Arendt: ‘Ever since the French 

Revolution, it has been common to interpret every violent upheaval, be it revolutionary or 

counter-revolutionary, in terms of a continuation of the movement originally started in 1789’ 

(50). The French Revolution, itself modelled on the ancients, has become the model of 

revolution, the event to which the great revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

– from the struggles of 1848 to the Paris Commune of 1871 and the Russian Revolution of 

1917 – all looked to as an example. Like the French revolutionaries with their foundation 

legends, subsequent actors who have found themselves in the hiatus between the no-longer 

and the not-yet have hewed too closely to the example of the French Revolution:  

And if it is true, as Marx said, that the French Revolution had been played in Roman 

clothes, it is equally true that each of the following revolutions, up to and including 

the October Revolution, was enacted according to the rules and events that led from 

the fourteenth of July to the ninth of Thermidor and the eighteenth of Brumaire. (50) 

The bad form of repetition inaugurated in the eighteenth century thus survives into the 

twentieth century, with Arendt linking the failure of more recent revolutions to the experience 

of the French Revolution. Revolutionaries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries studied 

the events of the French Revolution and, when a revolutionary situation broke out, attempted 

to recreate each step of the eighteenth-century experience. The revolutionary, having spent 

‘his apprenticeship in the school of past revolutions’, acts ‘not in favour of the new and the 

unexpected, but in favour of some action which remains in accordance with the past’ (260). 

Arendt’s account of the new beginning as enacted in these revolutionary moments is defined 

by a doubleness. There is always a need to revert backwards to precedents and exemplars in 

the hiatus between the old and the new; we cannot not repeat. The pathos of novelty does not 

emerge out of nowhere; it must look to history to constitute itself positively. The residue of 

 
43 For a good assessment of the way in which past models informed the French understanding of the 

future in the revolutionary moment, see Linton, “Ideas of the Future.” On the influence of ancient 

models on the French Revolution more generally, see Mossé, L’Antiquité; Parker, The Cult of 

Antiquity. 
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restoration within the revolutionary tradition, the need to return back to the examples of the 

ancients to have the courage to move forward, demonstrates the impossibility of an absolute 

beginning. In turn, the act of reverting backwards has the potential to condemn the 

revolution, with the precedents salvaged from history producing a violent logic in which the 

old model dominates the new situation. In the act of replicating Rome or the French 

Revolution, transposing the experience of the past into the present, the revolution fails to 

escape the corruptions against which it was originally directed. There is a tragic arc to 

Arendt’s argument; a new beginning can only get off the ground by looking backwards, but 

in the very process of doing so it risks repeating the past. We are presented with an image of 

endless cycling; new beginnings without precedents are impossible, but new beginnings with 

precedents are hollow. 

Arendt’s notion of the pathological repetition that emerges in moments of revolution closely 

resembles the situation of the utopian writer. As we know, the utopian text is reliant on what 

Suvin calls a novum, with the society advanced other to that of the author’s experience.44 One 

of the requirements of the literary utopia is that the world it imagines is different and better, 

and radically so. Yet, this drive to novelty is checked; there is a barrier to elaborating a 

society that is entirely new, the vision of utopia is shaped by the topia in which it is 

elaborated. As Fredric Jameson comments, all ‘images of Utopia […] will always be 

ideological’ insofar that their authors are caught within the horizons of expectation of their 

time, such that the image of the new is defined by its ‘inescapable situatedness: situatedness 

in class, race and gender, in nationality, in history’.45 The phenomenologically rich image of 

a different social order is grounded in the situation of the author, taking up elements of social 

experience and representing them in utopian terms. This does not mean, however, that the 

literary utopia offers nothing more than a reflection on the situation of the author; the demand 

for novelty exerts a pull on social experience. To quote Jameson again, what emerges from 

this tension between the inescapability of the old and the drive to the new is a process of 

‘bricolating and combining’ whereby elements of the contemporary social world are taken up 

and brought together in new ways.46 The society imagined is formed through bits and pieces 

of the society of the present; the odds and ends of the contemporary moment, once brought 

 
44 Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. 
45 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, 170-171. For a similar claim specifically about the utopian 

fiction of Morris and Wells, see Kingstone, “Imaginary Hindsight,” 53-54. 
46 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, 29. As Caroline Edwards comments, ‘the Novum is both new 

and not new’; it cannot constitute itself without looking back to what already exists (Utopia, 74; 

emphasis in original). 



70 

 

together in an alternative form, produce an image of a new world. The ‘utopian exercise’ 

involves a ‘break with the habitual combinations’, first fragmenting the social world and then 

rebuilding it again.47 

Both revolutionary action and utopian writing are defined by the tension between the old and 

the new, the need to simultaneously work with and strain against the horizons of the moment. 

This affinity is clear in Morris’s speculative history, which simultaneously dramatises the 

dilemma of the utopian writer and the revolutionary actor. Morris’s “How the Change Came” 

is marked by a reliance on the revolutionary experience of the previous century, representing 

a bricolation of the series of struggles that began with the storming of the Bastille in 1789 and 

ended with the fall of the Paris Commune in 1871. We see this first in the ‘old revolutionary 

name’ chosen by Morris’s twentieth-century revolutionaries for their provisional form of 

government, ‘the Committee of Public Safety’, a conscious allusion to the body that ruled in 

the most radical moment of the French Revolution in 1793-94 and was revived by 

communards in 1871 (160). The reaction of the government is also closely modelled on the 

experience of the past, with London standing in for Paris as the vanguard of the revolution: 

‘The next morning the government proclaimed a state of siege in London, – a thing common 

enough amongst the absolutist governments on the Continent, but unheard of in England in 

those days’ (163). The ruling class look to the French experience of revolution, forming a 

group called the Friends of Order, something modelled on the reactionary Party of Order 

which emerged in both the 1848 and 1871 revolutions. In a familiar sequence, revolution is 

followed by a ‘counter revolution’ headed by those wedded to the old order and for whom 

‘the Communism which now loomed ahead seemed quite unendurable’ (183). The futural 

conflict between the Committee of Public Safety and the Ancien Régime restages the 

struggles of the French revolutionary experience.48 

Morris does not simply transpose the experience of the past into the future; like Arendt’s 

American revolutionaries, this is a repetition with a difference. The key distinction between 

the old revolutionary experience of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the 

speculative revolution of the twentieth century is the presence of mass working class 

 
47 Ruyer, L’utopie, 17. On the cycling movement between the positive and negative in the utopian 

method, see Moylan, Becoming Utopian, 1-13. 
48 Morris’s sympathy for the French Revolution reflects a broader feeling in British culture at the 

time. The French Revolution underwent an ‘ambivalent rehabilitation’ in Britain in the nineteenth 

century, with suspicion and disgust at the beginning of the century giving way to more appreciative 

accounts by the time Morris was writing (Bensimon, “L’écho,” 213. See also Dinwiddy, “English 

Radicals”).  
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organisations and socialist ideology. Kumar captures this tension between the old and the 

new, noting that Morris looks back to ‘1789, 1830, 1848 and 1871’ and anticipates aspects of 

‘1917, 1926 (the British General Strike), and even 1933 and 1936’.49 Morris extrapolates and 

intensifies the fragmentary struggles of the working class in his own time, from the foretaste 

of proletarian revolution in the Paris Commune to the activism he undertook in London in the 

1880s as part of the Socialist League, to reimagine revolution.50 In contrast to earlier 

revolutionary experiences, up to and including the Paris Commune, socialism is hegemonic 

amongst the revolutionaries. If ‘it had not been that the huge mass had been leavened by 

Socialist opinion’, then the revolution would not have taken place (179). “How the Change 

Came” is an imaginative collision of the established sequence of revolutionary struggle, on 

the one hand, and the organisational and ideological modes of the emerging socialist 

movement, on the other.  

The creative coming together of these elements in News from Nowhere, in one sense, is what 

allows Morris to declare that the socialist revolution of the twentieth century will bring not 

only a change, but the change. The second childhood described in the twenty-second century 

is the result of the infusion of the pathos of novelty inspired by the revolutionary experiences 

of old with the new content of working-class struggle. At the same time, disquiet about 

repetition is not entirely eliminated from the utopian society elaborated in News from 

Nowhere. The success of the revolution, as indicated above, is measured by the feeling of 

timelessness that exists in Nowhere, where people are focused on pleasure and enjoyment in 

the here and now rather than the miseries of the past or possible changes in the future. All 

temporal questions have been settled by the revolution of the twentieth century. Yet, the 

hegemony of the present in the temporal consciousness of Nowhere is not complete. A 

number of characters in Morris’s utopia are described as antiquarians who have a peculiarly 

intense desire to engage with pre-revolutionary history. Hammond himself is one such 

‘antiquarian’ (48), while Guest also meets an author of ‘antiquarian novels’ (30) focused on 

the nineteenth century and an ‘old antiquary’ (258) obsessed with the artefacts of the age of 

industrialism. These characters, generally described as old and contrasted to the model 

 
49 Kumar, “A Pilgrimage of Hope,” 97. For readings emphasising the affinity between Morris’s 

speculative revolution and actual revolutions, see Crump, “How the Change Came,” 64; Morton, The 

English Utopia, 219-221; Vosskamp, “Vollkommenheit und Vervollkommnung,” 291.  
50 As demonstrated by Morris’s poem The Pilgrims of Hope (1885), which tells the story of an English 

volunteer on the barricades in Paris in 1871, Morris was especially interested in the experience of the 

Paris Commune, something that has been explored by a number of scholars (Holland, “The Paris 

Commune”; Janowitz, “The Pilgrims of Hope”; Ross, Communal Luxury, 117-142).  
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utopians of the younger generation, are a dying breed. However, their presence, much like 

that of Guest himself, disturbs the temporal consciousness of the utopian society.51 

This antiquarian subcurrent renders the social order of Nowhere contingent. This becomes 

obvious when Guest meets the ‘old grumbler’ who longs for the vigour of the capitalist 

system of the Victorian age, recuperating material from novels published in the period to 

critique the languidness of the utopian social order (221).52 The old grumbler is convinced 

that Guest is ‘better off in your country’ where people are ‘brisker and more alive, because 

you have not wholly got rid of competition (216). The man’s granddaughter, Ellen, opposes 

this view, restating the dominant presentist consciousness of Nowhere in her declaration that 

‘it is the world we live in which interests us’ (217). Nevertheless, the grumbler’s nostalgia for 

the old order troubles the new life, such that the society’s sense of fulfilment is undercut. All 

of this is reinforced when Ellen, previously so confident in the stability of the order created, 

begins to doubt the permanence of the communism achieved:  

But I think sometimes people are too careless of the history of the past […]. Who 

knows? happy as we are, times may alter; we may be bitten with some impulse 

towards change, and many things may seem too wonderful for us to resist, too 

exciting not to catch at, if we do not know that they are but phases of what has been 

before; and withal ruinous deceitful, and sordid. (281) 

As Northrop Frye notes, Ellen’s comment implies that ‘this society of young people who 

have torn themselves loose from the fetters of history have still to face the question of 

historical continuity’.53 There are different modes of temporal consciousness – the anti-

history sensibilities of certain characters counterpoised to the antiquarian attitudes of others – 

vying against one another to either bolster or undermine the achievements of the revolution in 

the twentieth century.  

Hammond’s original account of revolution contains the seeds of this temporal instability. The 

repetition of the French Revolution in the twentieth century grants the new order a corrupt 

 
51 One could also focus on how the medievalism of the architectural landscape in Nowhere suggests a 

return to the exemplary conception of history relied on by Mercier (Geoghegan, “The Utopian Past,” 

83-87; Waithe, William Morris’s Utopia of Strangers, 142-169).  
52 News from Nowhere polemicises against the realist form of Victorian novels, which, for Morris, is 

based on bourgeois individualism and evades the tragedies of capitalism (Brantlinger, “News from 

Nowhere”; Sharratt, “News from Nowhere”). 
53 Frye, “The Meeting of Past and Future,” 313. Or, as Matthew Beaumont states: ‘Morris plays with 

the possibility of a utopian present that is fully present to itself. But he is finally too dialectical to 

accept the purity of this concept’ (Utopia, Ltd., 186).  
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undercurrent. The return to old revolutions in the futural imagination suggests that utopia 

risks repeating the failures and limitations of these past experiences. Either, as in the case of 

the French Revolution, a transformation within class society rather than a break from it or, as 

in the case of the Paris Commune, a temporary moment of equality and freedom that is 

quickly quashed. The grumbler’s remarks, and Ellen’s comment in response to them, evoke 

an anxiety about the permanence of the revolution, a feeling that it may slide back into 

reaction, repeating the experience of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Morris attempts 

to guard against this through his creative infusion of socialism and revolution, but the 

reliance on a familiar series of mass collective struggles in the description of the revolution 

introduces a kernel of doubt. The tragic situation described by Arendt, in which it is both 

necessary to return to the past to begin again but also that this return risks ruining the very 

attempt at novelty, is registered in Morris’s text, the society imagined becoming a stage for 

the working through of the temporal tensions piqued by the contradiction between the old and 

the new in Hammond’s portrait of revolution.  

Morris after the future 

Morris’s revolutionary consciousness cuts through the equivocations of previous attempts to 

imagine a temporal break in the literary utopia. In place of vague allusions and implicit 

assumptions, News from Nowhere identifies revolution as the vehicle for the novum. Mass 

collective action intervenes between the world of the utopian writer and the imaginary world 

of the future, representing the moment when a new social order is born. Revolution breaks 

through into the temporal utopia, offering a way of articulating the non-utopian past and 

utopian future in such a way that the radicality of the gap between the two is not 

compromised. Yet, at precisely the moment when revolution and utopia coincide, a new 

doubt emerges: repetition. One of the conditions of possibility for Morris’s representation of 

mass collective action was the fact he was writing at the end of a century of revolution. From 

the French Revolution beginning in 1789 to the wave of revolts that punctuated 1848 and the 

Paris Commune of 1871, the immediate past provided a set of resources for thinking about 

the contours of the revolution of the future. At the same time, the reliance on the 

revolutionary experiences of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries undermines the 

imagination of the future in News from Nowhere. Namely, there is a fear that the repetition of 

the contours of past revolutionary experiences will produce not a new beginning but instead 

more of the same. Like the revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, what 

guarantee is there the result of the revolutions of the future will be anything other than the 
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continuation of class society? Why would the same series of struggles produce a different 

result?  

News from Nowhere remains within the contours of modern time consciousness. Morris’s 

descriptions of the new life evince a confidence in the capacity of revolutions to transform 

existence; the future is the realm of the unexpected and unprecedented. However, the note of 

pessimism in News from Nowhere, the feeling that revolution is under the sway of the 

repetitive logic of history from which nothing novel can emerge, chimes in the current 

conjuncture. From our perspective, News from Nowhere is both an untimely and prescient 

text. The hope for a revolution, as Sarah Woods’s recent adaptation of Morris’s text discussed 

in the introduction indicates, strikes the contemporary reader as almost absurd, and requires 

careful framing to be convincing. Morris’s distillation of the revolutionary hope of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries into a speculative tale of triumph, the imagination of a 

moment of change in which the new world emerges and old world perishes, pulls us 

backwards to a mode of time consciousness that has ceased to have a hold. After the 

experience of the twentieth century, and in particular the tragedy of the Russian Revolution 

of 1917, which Arendt is, at least in part, engaged in a polemic against in On Revolution, 

hopes for a radical revolution appear naïve.  

Yet, Ellen’s comment in response to the old grumbler resonates with the pessimism of 

contemporary time consciousness, the hint at the circular movement between novelty and 

repetition capturing current uncertainty about the possibility of any fundamental liberation. 

After the end of modern time consciousness, the affective structure of News from Nowhere 

has been turned upside down, such that an exchange between optimism and pessimism has 

occurred, the former becoming steadily submerged by the latter. The doubts that sneak into 

Morris’s utopian vision of revolution have become a core concern, one of the temporal 

challenges that contemporary utopians must articulate a response to. If the form of positive 

novelty associated with revolutionary consciousness is no longer available to the utopian, 

then how can a future radically other and fundamentally better than the present be imagined? 

If mass collective action that aims at upturning and transforming delivers only more of the 

same, then where does the imaginary of change come from? And finally, how should this 

legacy of revolution be dealt with, the whole movement from 1789 onwards that promised so 

much but, by the end of the twentieth century, seemed to have delivered so little? The utopian 

writer, as Part II of this study explores, cannot ignore the tragic coming together of novelty 
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and repetition, and imagining a better world involves some attempt to move through and 

beyond it.  
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Chapter 3 

Apocalypse: The end and beginning of the world 

Morris’s News from Nowhere takes up the historical experience of revolution to represent the 

break in the historical continuum necessary for the realisation of utopia. Revolutions, we 

might think, are secular events, centred on this-worldly questions of the destruction of the old 

order, mass collective action, and the transformation of socio-political structures. Morris’s 

speculative revolution of the twentieth century, with the repetition of the French experience 

of revolt and reaction, is no different. Yet, the secularity of revolution is seldom untroubled. 

The experience of revolution recuperates and reactivates a theological mode of history. 

Arendt’s pathos of novelty, that moment in the revolutionary experience when its participants 

affirm the fundamental discontinuity between past and future, brings to the fore questions of 

the apocalypse and the millennium. Morris’s utopian society, with its talk of the second 

childhood and the world made new, flirts with this entwinement of eschatology and 

revolution, something that becomes obvious when old Hammond, discussing the time 

immediately after the revolution, declares: ‘More akin to our way of looking at life was the 

spirit of the Middle Ages, to whom heaven and the life of the next world was such a reality, 

that it became to them a part of the life upon the earth’ (190). There is something other-

worldly about the utopian society described in News from Nowhere, it attempts to reach 

beyond the confines of temporality itself to a moment when the ‘Alpha and Omega, the 

beginning and the end’ come together (Revelation, 21:5).1  

There is nothing new about Morris’s deployment of biblical language to capture the 

experience of social change. From the Middle Ages onwards, the desire to bring heaven down 

to earth animated social movements across Europe, the German Peasant Wars of the sixteenth 

century and the radicalism of the English Civil War in the seventeenth century representing 

high points of the coming together of revolt and apocalypse.2 The notion of the apocalypse, 

most particularly the catastrophes and disasters described in the Book of Daniel and the 

Revelation of John, also provided an immediate and obvious resource in the eighteenth 

century for understanding the tumults of the French Revolution.3 The Romantic poets 

William Blake, William Wordsworth, and Samuel Coleridge responded to the French 

Revolution with ‘a lavish use of apocalyptic symbols’, pinpointing it as ‘the critical event 

 
1 On Morris’s apocalypticism, see Fortunati, “The Metamorphosis,” 84-85. 
2 For classic accounts, see Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium; Hill, The English Bible.  
3 Garrett, Respectable Folly.  
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which will usher in a new world combining the features of the biblical paradise and the pagan 

age of gold’.4 Moreover, the Revolution triggered a revival of millenarian movements across 

Europe, the combination of radical political change and apocalyptic language resonating with 

the desires of the newly emerging proletariat.5 Morris, with his gestures towards the heavenly 

nature of the society to come, places his utopia in this tradition, something that becomes 

explicit in his earlier, quasi-utopian A Dream of John Ball (1888). In this text, Morris’s 

nineteenth-century socialist dreamer travels back in time to the peasants’ revolt of 1381 and 

meets a chiliastic priest, the eponymous John Ball, who is convinced that the peasants will 

achieve a heavenly-cum-communist society. An affinity between the millenarian revolts of 

the past and the proletarian revolution of the future is established: ‘The time shall come, John 

Ball, when that dream of thine that this shall one day be, shall be a thing that men shall talk of 

soberly.’6 

The entanglement of utopia and apocalypse is, in one sense, easy to comprehend. Apocalyptic 

narratives are literary compositions that, following the structure of Revelation, focus on the 

end of the world and the realisation of a heavenly state. As Northrop Frye emphasises, the 

apocalypse is double-sided, telling a story of ‘portentous events in both social and natural 

orders: plagues, wars, famines, great stars falling from heaven, and an eventual 

transformation, for those who persist in the faith, of the world into a new heaven and earth’.7 

The negative, catastrophic moment of the apocalypse is joined to a positive, utopian moment. 

Hans Magnus Enzensberger puts this point particularly clearly: ‘The idea of the apocalypse 

has accompanied utopian thought since its first beginnings, pursuing it like a shadow, like a 

reverse side that cannot be left behind: without catastrophe, no millennium, without 

apocalypse, no paradise.’8 Utopia is partly a case of secularised eschatology; ideal worlds, 

even those conceived apparently without an explicit appeal to other-worldly forces and 

supernatural phenomena, are stalked by the apocalypse, the destructive-reconstructive logic 

of Revelation shaping how the coming world of liberation is represented.9 

 
4 Abrams, “Apocalypse,” 359. See also Burdon, The Apocalypse in England; Oliver, Prophets and 

Millennialists; Paley, Apocalypse and Millennium.  
5 Garrett, Respectable Folly; Harrison, The Second Coming.  
6 Morris, A Dream of John Ball, 107.  
7 Frye, The Great Code, 135-136.  
8 Enzensberger, “Two Notes,” 74.  
9 Lasky, Utopia and Revolution; Löwith, Meaning in History; Tuveson, Millennium and Utopia. 

These studies posit an affinity between Marxist accounts of history and the eschatological conceptions 

of Christian temporality, largely with the aim of denouncing the supposedly scientific status of the 

former.  



78 

 

Yet, matters are not quite so straightforward. As with the other temporal concepts discussed 

in this part, progress and revolution, there is a tension between apocalypse and utopia. 

Krishan Kumar stresses the differences between the two concepts, stating that whereas 

millenarianism ‘supplied the dynamism, the heightened sense of expectation of a coming 

crisis out of which would rise a new world’, utopia proffers ‘the picture of the new world, 

painted in such colours as to make us want to live in it’.10 At stake here is the relationship 

between space and time. Utopia is spatial, involving the detailed description of a new society 

in static and synchronic terms, and the millennium is temporal, involving a movement from 

the degraded present, through the catastrophe of the future, and finally to liberation. The 

disjuncture between spatial utopia and temporal millennium is clear in the early modern 

period where, with the possible exception of Tommaso Campanella’s La città del Sole [The 

City of the Sun] (1602) and Samuel Gott’s Nova Solyma [New Jerusalem] (1648), the literary 

utopia and apocalyptic narratives developed independently.11 All the time that the 

predominant form of the literary utopia was spatial, it remained at some distance from 

apocalyptic stories of destruction and renewal. However, with the temporalisation of utopia in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a new resonance between the two emerged.12 Utopian 

writers scrambled around for some mechanism that is immanent to history that greases the 

path to a radically new society. Apocalyptic narratives provided a powerful temporal break, a 

moment of destruction that fundamentally reorients and restarts the movement of history as a 

whole. If the apocalypse makes ‘all things new’ (Revelation, 21:5), then it provides a 

repertoire for thinking through the emergence of novelty in history for utopian writers. The 

apocalypse is a science fictional process, mediating between the accumulated experience of 

the old world and the description of a new one.13 

This does not, however, entirely resolve the relationship between utopia and apocalypse. It is 

worth stressing that the moment when the apocalypse became a significant narrative device 

for utopian fiction – that is, after the emergence of modern time consciousness – is also a 

time when apocalypticism more generally was losing cultural currency. There is, of course, 

no simplistic tale to be told of the eschatologically saturated Middle Ages giving way to a 

 
10 Kumar, “Apocalypse,” 212. 
11 Davis, “Formal Utopia/Informal Millennium.” On Campanella and millenarianism, see Malcolm, 

“The Crescent.” Gott’s utopia is discussed in Chapter 1. 
12 Trousson identifies a subterranean undercurrent of millenarianism in Mercier’s L’An 2440 (“Du 

millénarisme”). 
13 On the literary power of disastrous events for science fiction writers, see James, “Rewriting the 

Christian Apocalypse”; Ketterer, New Worlds for Old; Wagar, Terminal Visions; Wolfe, “The 

Remaking of Zero.” 
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resolutely secular modernity; theologically-infused tales of the end of the world continue to 

grip many people today.14 Nevertheless, apocalypse has been steadily secularised. What is 

lost in this process of secularisation is not the idea that there might be some cataclysmic event 

that destroys life as we know it. Although the etymology of apocalypse may be revelation, 

the unveiling of the truth about the world and its ultimate end, it has progressively come to be 

connoted with devastation and annihilation alone. The fear is that the tabula rasa created by 

the apocalypse will be precisely that: a blank space on which nothing new can be built. The 

experience of the last century has intensified this fear. Images of nuclear Armageddon and 

environmental catastrophe point to the continuing presence of the negative moment of 

apocalyptic narratives, while the actual experience of disaster in the twentieth century, from 

the First World War to the Holocaust and Hiroshima, discredited the hope that utopia will 

follow on the coattails of ruin.15 However, as this chapter demonstrates, doubts about the 

efficacy of apocalypse as a mechanism of imaginative change were already apparent in the 

early twentieth century, such that the entanglement of destruction and liberation was in the 

process of being unpicked.  

The ambivalence of the apocalypse as a narrative means of achieving utopia intensifies in the 

late twentieth century, and I will return to it in my discussion of Marge Piercy’s He, She and 

It and Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber in Chapter 5. This chapter, however, is concerned 

with two texts that, at least on the surface, evince a faith in the utopian possibilities of the 

apocalypse: H. G. Wells’s In the Days of the Comet (1906) and W. E. B. Du Bois’s belated 

response “The Comet”, included in the collection Darkwater (1920). Like Morris, both Wells 

and Du Bois rely on an apocalypse to pave the path to utopia. The catastrophic nature of this 

transformation is emphasised by Wells and Du Bois; it is not a liberatory revolution but 

instead the arrival of a comet, an event that upturns the old order and creates the conditions 

for a new one.16 However, the apocalypse is not unequivocally affirmed. For Wells, there is a 

fear that, without the intervention of some supernatural force, destruction will not bring 

renewal. Du Bois, drawing on the apocalyptic frames of reference employed by African 

 
14 On the place of the traditional Christian conception of the apocalypse in contemporary culture, see 

Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More; Hall, Apocalypse; Wojcik, The End of the World.  
15 For accounts of the shifting nature of apocalyptic imaginaries in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries, see Berger, After the End; Horvat, After the Apocalypse; Rosen, Apocalyptic 

Transformations; Vox, Existential Threats. 
16 In some fin de siècle utopian texts, the apocalypse is both revolutionary and catastrophic. For 

instance, consider George Griffith’s The Angel of the Revolution (1893), where anarchist airship 

commanders realise utopia amidst a global war (Bell, Dreamworlds of Race, 226-243; McLean, 

“Revolution”). 
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Americans to understand slavery and emancipation, casts doubt on the idea that destruction 

leads to novelty, suggesting that it may bring more of the same. In this way, the logic of 

nonrepeatability, the core of modern time consciousness, is undercut in these visions of the 

apocalypse.  

The Great Change: Wells’s In the Days of the Comet  

At first glance, the association between H. G. Wells and theological modes of comprehending 

history may seem strange. As is well known, Wells’s fiction, particularly his two most 

famous texts The Time Machine (1895) and The War of the Worlds (1897), is shaped by the 

scientific culture of late-nineteenth-century England, and in particular Darwin’s theory of 

evolution and the second law of thermodynamics.17 The ends of the world imagined in these 

texts, whether it be the degeneration of humanity and the dying sun in The Time Machine or 

the alien invasion in The War of the Worlds, are prima facie secular in nature. Yet, Wells’s 

science fiction, in raising the question of the end of humanity and the earth, is haunted by 

apocalyptic discourse, his visions of collapse punctuated by the biblical dialectic of 

catastrophe and millennium.18 As Kevin Mills emphasises, The Time Machine, which features 

a time traveller who experiences futures when humanity has split into two (the Eloi and the 

Morlocks) and the sun has entered its terminal red giant phase, contains a theological 

undercurrent.19 For instance, at the dinner party where the time traveller first appears, one of 

the guests queries whether he has entered ‘his Nebuchadnezzar phases?’, a reference to the 

Book of Daniel’s image of humanity transformed into beast (not unlike the degenerated 

creatures of Wells’s tale).20 In The War of the Worlds, something similar occurs. The 

invasion of the Martians and their eventual death, forces humanity onto a new, more liberated 

path. In Simon James’s words, the ‘apocalypse serves a distinct Utopian function within the 

world of the text, the events certainly educating humanity and perhaps the Martians as 

well’.21  

The ‘[p]lentiful hope – for all this destruction!’ described in The War of the Worlds gestures 

towards an understanding of social change that permeates Wells’s fiction: that cataclysm is 

 
17 On the influence of these notions in Wells, see McLean, The Early Fiction. 
18 See James, “Witnessing the End of the World”; Mills, Approaching Apocalypse, 143-159; 

Parrinder, “Edwardian Awakenings.”  
19 Mills, Approaching Apocalypse, 143-159.  
20 Wells, The Time Machine, 32.  
21 James, “Witnessing the End of the World,” 469.  
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necessary for utopia.22 As the discussion of Morris above indicates, this was not something 

unique to Wells in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with the revival in 

utopian fiction in this historical moment refunctioning apocalyptic narratives as a means to 

imagine radical changes in future history.23 Take, for example, W. H. Hudson’s A Crystal 

Age (1887), which tells the tale of a time traveller who arrives in a utopian future where 

almost all memory of his own age has been extinguished. It emerges that, at some point in the 

past, the vast majority of humanity ‘perished miserably, devoured of worms’, with the ‘small 

remnant’ that survived rebuilding society on a new basis.24 The differences between Hudson 

and Wells are profound, A Crystal Age’s patriarchal-cum-pastoral image of the world remade 

vying with the technologically-charged vision of utopia offered by Wells in texts such as A 

Modern Utopia (1905). Nevertheless, a certain apocalyptic structure of change infuses both 

utopian imaginaries, the movement from here to there ruptured by a destructive event that 

simultaneously ends and begins history. As such, in Frank Kermode’s words, the ‘paradigms 

of apocalypse’ pervade ‘our ways of making sense of the world’; they are a common resource 

that can be creatively mined to represent temporal breaks.25  

Although Wells is not alone in using apocalyptic narratives in utopian accounts of change, 

there is something specific, and creative, about his contribution. Wells, from his earliest 

fiction in the 1890s to his final works in the 1940s, displayed a dogged commitment to the 

apocalypse. Certainly, this is a story with some ebbs and flows. The utopian moment of The 

Time Machine and The War of the Worlds is subtle, emerging in allusions rather than a fully 

worked out vision of a liberated society. Furthermore, some of Wells’s utopian texts do not 

foreground the apocalypse. For instance, A Modern Utopia, while evoking the apocalypse at 

certain moments, lacks detail on how the new society is achieved.26 Nonetheless, Wells 

returns to the disaster-millennium movement time after time; his utopias finding ‘historical 

sustenance’ from catastrophe.27 In Peter Kemp’s words: ‘The scenario outlined for Things to 

 
22 Wells, The War of the Worlds, 113.  
23 Some other texts published in this moment that move from disaster to liberation are Richard 

Jefferies’s After London (1885), Alvarado Fuller’s A.D. 2000 (1890), H. Percy Blanchard’s After the 

Cataclysm (1909), and George Allan England’s Darkness and Dawn (1914). On the relationship 

between utopia and catastrophe in Ignatius L. Donnelly’s fiction of this period, see Saxton, “Caesar’s 

Column.” 
24 Hudson, A Crystal Age, 80.  
25 Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, 28.  
26 Patrick Parrinder notes that ‘the narrator of A Modern Utopia sees the apocalyptic angel’ at the end 

of the text once he has returned to twentieth-century London, perhaps signalling the need for a 

catastrophe before utopia is realised (Shadows of the Future, 109).  
27 Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, 350.  
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Come – ‘The film moves swiftly through opening scenes of warfare, destruction and 

deepening misery, and broadens out to display the grandiose spectacle of a reconstructed 

world’ – summarises the pattern of book after book.’28 Alongside Things to Come (1936), 

based on Wells’s The Shape of Things to Come (1933) and for which Wells wrote the 

screenplay, notable examples include In the Days of the Comet (1906), The War in the Air 

(1908), The World Set Free (1914), and The Dream (1924).29 These texts dwell on the 

moment of transition, describing the catastrophic events that pave the way to utopia in 

substantial detail. While Hudson’s A Crystal Age glosses over the movement from non-

utopian past to utopian future, the characters of the society expressing a vague knowledge of 

how the change occurred, Wells’s protagonists find themselves caught up in the apocalyptic 

events that eventually usher in the utopian society of fulfilment.  

In the Days of the Comet is particularly interesting in this context. On the one hand, the text is 

exemplary of the movement from disaster to utopia found in many of Wells’s texts but, on 

the other hand, it subverts this movement, voicing doubts about the efficacy of apocalypse as 

a pathway to liberation. In the Days of the Comet is structured as a memoir by Willie 

Leadford in which he describes the momentous transformation, referred to as the ‘Great 

Change’, that has occurred during his life.30 In Part I of the text, Willie’s recollections focus 

on his mundane life in a small town in the Midlands prior to the change, describing the 

squalid existence of the working class in early twentieth-century Britain. The drabness of 

Willie’s life is disrupted by a series of overlapping crises, each of which intensifies the 

feeling that the old order is liable to collapse. The first crisis is personal in nature. Willie’s 

lover Nettie leaves him for another man, young Verrall. Willie is driven into a rage, tracking 

the two across the country with a view to murder. Despite Willie’s vengeful fixation on 

Nettie and her new partner, his story intersects with the broader social and geopolitical 

conflicts of the time. Shortly after acquiring a revolver, Willie stumbles across a heated 

labour dispute at the local coal mine, with a group of trade unionists confronting the aristocrat 

Lord Redcar. Then, just as Willie is trekking across the country to locate Nettie, a war breaks 

out between Britain and Germany, complete with jingoistic rhetoric from politicians and 

naval skirmishes in the North Sea.  

 
28 Kemp, H. G. Wells, 177. Kemp quotes from Wells’s preface to a “film story” of 1935 also titled 

Things to Come.  
29 Other utopian texts in the interwar period followed Wells in imagining a movement from 

catastrophe to liberation, including Ernest Guest’s At the End of the World (1929), D. E. Stevenson’s 

The Empty World (1936), and J. E. Beresford’s A Common Enemy (1941). 
30 Wells, In the Days of the Comet, 9 (henceforth cited in text).  
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The personal, social, and geopolitical tensions of Willie’s life are overshadowed, however, by 

a cosmic phenomenon: the earth is under threat from a comet. The comet, as we proceed 

through the first part, comes closer and closer, its presence both intensifying and interrupting 

the crises occurring on the surface of the planet. At first, Willie is dismissive of the comet, 

regarding it as a distraction from the real struggles at hand: ‘[…] here’s distress and hunger 

coming, here’s all the capitalistic competitive system like a wound inflamed, and you spend 

your time gaping at that damned silly streak of nothing in the sky!’ (53-54). However, the 

comet becomes increasingly entwined with these crises as it edges closer to the planet. Willie, 

at one point, compares the comet to his relationship with Nettie, suggesting that he ‘no more 

believed that there was an end between us, than that an end would come to the world’ (63). 

Moreover, the strikes and lockouts referred to by Willie, such as the one at the local coal 

mine, are bathed in the light of the comet. The owner of the mine is illuminated by ‘a coldly 

comet-lit interval’, with Wells implying that there is some larger threat to his existence than 

the striking miners (115). Part I of the book culminates in the crashing together of the 

personal, international, and cosmic catastrophes. Willie, locating Nettie and Verrall at a 

coastal resort in Eastern England, attempts to murder them, the gunshots of his revolver 

mingling with the nearby naval battle: ‘“Boom!” came the ironclad’s gunshot like a 

command. “Bang!” the bullet leapt from my hand’ (215). Just at this moment, however, the 

comet passes, enveloping the earth in a strange gas that halts Willie’s rage and all the 

conflicts of the old world: ‘And behold! the green curtain was a black one, and the earth and I 

and all things ceased to be’ (218). 

The gas of the comet effects a profound change. Willie’s worldview, from the moment he 

wakes from the stupor induced by the gas, is radically changed; he is enlivened by a feeling 

of ‘wonder, an impression of joyful novelty’ (231). This sense that the world has been 

renewed and regenerated by the comet is universally shared; the humanity that has survived 

the gas is endowed with an unprecedented ‘clear-headedness’ (232). After the comet, Willie’s 

previous preoccupations – his obsession with Nettie, and his dalliances with strikes and war – 

undergo a ‘transfiguring reduction’ and his narrative is similarly infused with a ‘sense of 

enlargement’ (269). Part II of In the Days of the Comet, which begins with Willie’s 

awakening, is a detailed description of ‘world reconstruction’ (305). Willie’s narrative 

departs ‘widely from my individual story’, offering the reader an account of ‘the effect of the 

change in relation to the general framework of human life’ (303). It is at this moment that In 

the Days of the Comet fully enters the utopian genre, moving away from the realism of the 
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first part of the text and focusing on the structures, relations, and practices that define the 

post-comet world.31 The reader is treated – in typical Wellsian fashion – to an account of the 

formation of a World State, the end of war, the movement towards equality, and the 

loosening of bourgeois morals. Only in the final part of the text do we return to Willie’s own 

story, his reconciliation with Nettie encapsulating the change that has occurred. From the 

violent jealousy of the first part of the text, it is hinted that Willie and his new partner enter 

into a polyamorous relationship with Nettie and Verrall. Love ceases to be something that 

inspires possessiveness, instead becoming ‘rich and generous’; the world admits ‘the full 

realisation of all possibilities of beauty’ (370). 

Theological modes of understanding are laced throughout In the Days of the Comet. The 

sighting of the comet triggers a revival of biblical narratives of the end of the world. For 

instance, Willie witnesses a crowd listening to a preacher declaring that the comet has 

confirmed the ‘prophecies from the Book of Daniel’; it marks the ‘end of all your Sins and 

Follies’, representing ‘the Star of Judgements, the Judgements of the most High God’ (90-

91). In the first part of the text, Willie is suspicious of these apocalyptic forms of interpreting 

the comet, regarding them as ignorant and backwards. Yet, after the comet’s gasses envelop 

the earth, Willie becomes more sympathetic to the theological account. At first, he is 

convinced that the comet has brought heaven to earth: ‘These, then, must be the barley fields 

of God! – the still and silent barley fields of God […]’ (224). Willie later recognises that 

there is a secular explanation for the change that has occurred, the gasses of the comet were 

‘no miracle that sets aside the former order of the world’ and instead they simply changed 

‘material conditions’ in the atmosphere to bring certain attributes of humanity to the fore 

(233). Nevertheless, even with this non-fantastical, science fictional mechanism for the 

change in place, In the Days of the Comet cannot quite circumvent the apocalypse. Willie 

makes it clear that, for much of Europe and North America, the religious understanding of the 

movement from catastrophe to renewal is hegemonic:  

[…] the Great Revival did not spend itself, but grew to be, for the majority of 

Christendom at least, the permanent expression of the Change. For many it has taken 

the shape of an outright declaration that this was the Second Advent – it is not for me 

to discuss the validity of that suggestion, for nearly all it has amounted to [is] an 

enduring broadening of all the issues of life… (277) 

 
31 Simon James notes: ‘As the Comet passes, the novel switches genre, moving from realism through 

the fantastic […] towards utopia, which is not a narrative genre’ (Maps of Utopia, 154).  
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The question of the exact nature of the change effected by the comet, whether it was merely a 

material alteration in the atmosphere or a supernatural intervention from a higher power, is 

left open by Wells. Willie’s elliptical response to the Great Revival, his refusal to either 

affirm or deny its veracity, suggests that something of his original, fantastical reaction to the 

comet remains.  

There is an undecidability at the heart of In the Days of the Comet, Wells staging a 

ricocheting movement between theological and secular modes of explanation. Patrick 

Parrinder’s comment on the text is useful here: ‘In the Days of the Comet differs from 

Wells’s other romances in that the Change is the result of a cosmic accident, owing nothing 

to human technological achievements.’32 In one sense, this is correct. Wells’s other visions of 

utopia as the fruit of apocalypse centre on modern warfare. Whether it be the advent of aerial 

conflict in The War in the Air or the invention of the nuclear bomb in The World Set Free, 

Wells was concerned with the tipping point of technology, a moment when its capacity for 

destruction forces a utopian renewal of the world. It is no accident that Wells, in response to 

the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, coined the well-known phrase “the war to end 

all wars”, predicting that the new mode of warfare could never be repeated and would impose 

a new peaceful mode of existence.33 However, it is not quite correct to suggest that the 

element of intra-human struggle is missing from In the Days of the Comet. As W. Warren 

Wagar suggests, the interlocking crises of the first part of the text appear to be building to 

something like the secular catastrophes of Wells’s other romances of the period: ‘This time, 

the eschatological events are a set of three disasters [labour unrest, European war, and the 

comet] occurring simultaneously, any of which could lead to the collapse of civilization or 

even the destruction of mankind.’34 For Wagar, the comet should be understood ‘as a 

metaphor for world-historical processes’, such that it plays a structurally identical role to the 

this-worldly struggles of Wells’s other texts.35 Humanity is quite capable of destroying itself, 

and renewing itself, without the intervention of the ethereal gasses that transmogrify the 

social order. The comet brings to fruition the spiralling movement towards catastrophe that 

defines Willie’s life, his murderous desires and the destructive drives of the social world 

tipped over the edge by the arrival of the comet.  

 
32 Parrinder, “Edwardian Awakenings,” 69.  
33 Wells, The War That Will End War. On Wells’s hawkish and dovish desires, see Bell, Dreamworlds 

of Race, 161-162; James, Maps of Utopia, 159-168; Kemp, H. G. Wells, 145-186; Suvin, 

“Introduction,” 26-27.  
34 Wagar, Terminal Visions, 199.  
35 Ibid. 
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In the Days of the Comet sustains and resists these interpretations. The comet both fulfils 

certain already observable tendencies in the world but also interrupts them, emerging from 

the outside to bring about something new. The question is why Wells places this ambiguous 

agent of change at the centre of his account of the movement to utopia in this text. As we 

know from The War in the Air and The World Set Free, Wells was capable of imagining this-

worldly transformations, positing the transition from catastrophe to utopia without the need 

for cosmic accidents. In fact, the presence of the comet, and the miraculous, theological 

interpretation that accompanies its arrival, suggests a certain suspicion of the possibility of 

utopia itself. As discussed in the introduction, one of the marks of the literary utopia is that it 

focuses on the social and political structures that govern the world rather than imagining 

humanity or nature transformed by a supernatural force.36 In the Days of the Comet, however, 

equivocates on this point: 

Indeed, man himself had changed not at all. […] The air was changed, and the Spirit 

of Man that had drowsed and slumbered and dreamt dull and evil things, awakened, 

and stood with wonder-clean eyes, refreshed, looking again on life. (233) 

The comet, in shifting the material conditions of the atmosphere, releases repressed 

possibilities that lie deep within humanity, accentuating certain aspects and dulling others. In 

the Days of the Comet just about stays within the utopian genre insofar that the comet 

inaugurates a new society, based on alternative institutions and practices, that sustain the 

noble qualities liberated by the new atmosphere. However, to get to utopia, Wells is forced 

outside of the utopian genre, turning to fantastical explanations of social change that cast 

doubt on the realisability of a new world.  

Apocalypse, then, greases the wheels of utopia, offering a means of imagining a new society, 

but, at the same time, it threatens to send the train off the track, bringing in a host of 

phenomena that are alien to the literary utopia. The ambiguous status of apocalyptic 

narratives, their position in and against utopia, is the subterranean theme of In the Days of the 

Comet, the cosmic gasses of an extra-terrestrial object simultaneously enabling and 

subverting the desire for a new world. Wells anticipates, albeit in a muted fashion, the 

hesitations about the apocalyptic mode of change that begin to predominate later in the 

twentieth century. Destruction alone will fail to bring about utopia; without some 

supernatural element, an intervention from a force beyond the power of humanity, utopia will 
 

36 For reflections on this point, see Davis, Utopia, 11-40; Mao, Inventions of Nemesis, 85-103; Suvin, 

Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 37-62. 



87 

 

always remain beyond our reach. There is thus a tragic undertone to the liberated society 

described by Willie; it is something desirable but also impossible, a hope that cannot be 

fulfilled. The fantastical moment that mediates between the realism of the first part of the text 

and the utopianism of the second part brings with it a reservation that is never expunged; 

Wells evokes the troubling feeling that the conditions of possibility for the Great Change do 

not exist in this world.37  

The revealer: Du Bois’s “The Comet” 

Like Wells, Du Bois might appear to be a strange focus for a chapter on apocalyptic 

narratives. According to a certain image of Du Bois, he was a committed atheist, keen to 

avoid the delusions of theological modes of understanding.38 However, as a number of 

scholars stress, despite Du Bois’s sometimes caustic comments on certain manifestations of 

religious consciousness, his work is profoundly indebted to African American theology.39 

Consider the figure of the “black messiah” who appears in Darkwater’s short story “Jesus 

Christ in Texas” (1920) and the novel Dark Princess (1928). The arrival of a Christ-like 

figure, who is persecuted by racists and leads oppressed peoples to liberation, recuperates a 

resonant theme of black theology: that Jesus, either metaphorically or in reality, was black, 

and his suffering is also the suffering of African Americans.40 More subtly, Du Bois’s 

writings are marked by the tradition of the black Jeremiad, a figure who – following from the 

biblical prophet Jeremiah – warns of the imminent destruction of America if it fails to change 

its ways; racism will result in catastrophic collapse. The denunciatory tone of texts such as 

The Souls of Black Folk (1903) and Darkwater (1920) channels this spirit, laying down the 

gauntlet to white America and demanding a rapid shift in the social order.41 

Given this, it should not surprise us that Du Bois creatively engages with apocalyptic 

narratives, something particularly clear in his short story “The Comet”, which, like “Jesus 

 
37 This feeling of pessimism is highlighted in Adam Roberts’s “In the Night of the Comet” (2018), a 

contemporary response to Wells’s novel that imagines the arrival of a second comet that causes a 

dystopian shift.  
38 David Levering Lewis promoted this idea in his well-known biography of Du Bois (W. E. B. Du 

Bois, 64-66, 153).  
39 Blum, W. E. B. Du Bois; Johnson, Tragic Soul-Life; Kahn, Divine Discontent; Marable, Black 

Leadership, 59-74.  
40 On the black messiah, see Blum, W. E. B. Du Bois, 134-180; Brunner, “The Most Hopeless of 

Deaths”; Moses, Black Messiahs and Uncle Toms, 30-66.  
41 Howard-Pitney, The Afro-American Jeremiad; Kahn, Divine Discontent, 87-106.  



88 

 

Christ in Texas”, was included in the collection Darkwater.42 “The Comet”, now widely 

regarded as a pioneering text in the Afrofuturist tradition, is centred on the arrival of a comet 

in New York.43 The story’s protagonist is a black man named Jim, who has survived the 

disaster by a combination of chance and prejudice. After being sent deep into the vaults of a 

Wall Street bank to retrieve some records for his white boss, a job ‘too dangerous for more 

valuable men’, Jim is accidentally protected from the effects of the comet’s deadly gasses.44 

The rest of the city has not been so lucky. After emerging from the vault, Jim confronts the 

destruction of New York, where the ‘stillness of death lay everywhere’ (256). Jim eventually 

stumbles across another survivor: a rich, white woman called Julia. The two, after some 

initial suspicion, share a moment of recognition. As Julia experiences a vision of the Angel of 

Annunciation, she declares that the comet is ‘the revealer’; the apocalypse has disclosed the 

true unity of humanity (268). After this moment, Julia ceases to see Jim as ‘a thing apart, a 

creature below, a strange outcast’ and instead as ‘her Brother Humanity incarnate, Son of 

God and great All-Father of the race to be’ (269). Jim also gains a new understanding. Upon 

seeing ‘a long, white star’ (269) – akin to the image of Jesus as the ‘bright star of dawn’ 

(Revelation, 22:16) – he feels the structures of racism fall away and his power begin to grow:  

Memories of memories stirred to life in the dead recesses of his mind. The shackles 

seemed to rattle and fall from his soul. Up from the crass and crushing and cringing of 

his caste leaped the lone majesty of kings long dead. (270) 

Yet, the utopian moment of the story, in which a black man and a white woman appear 

poised to begin history anew, is quickly ruptured. It transpires that only New York has been 

devastated and the rest of America remains intact. At the end of the tale, Julia’s racist father 

emerges and proceeds to accuse Jim of rape, abuse him verbally, and separate him from Julia. 

With his intervention, the gaze between Jim and Julia ‘faltered and fell’, and everything 

returns to how it was before; the comet threatens but does not break the racist coordinates of 

American society (270).  

In a similar fashion to In the Days of the Comet, Du Bois’s comet is a metaphor for the social 

catastrophes of the early twentieth century. Most obviously, the movement from racism and 

prejudice to the complete collapse of New York gives notice to white America, Du Bois 

 
42 It should be noted that, from the nineteenth century onwards, apocalypticism is a common theme in 

black fiction. See Montgomery, The Apocalypse in African-American Fiction. 
43 On the place of “The Comet” in Afrofuturism, see Smith, “Droppin’ Science Fiction,” 208-210; 

Womack, Afrofuturism, 119-121; Zamalin, Black Utopia, 49-62.  
44 Du Bois, Darkwater, 253 (henceforth cited in text).  
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acting as the Jeremiad: if you continue in this fashion, destruction will be your fate. 

Moreover, as Amy Kaplan emphasises, Du Bois’s story recalls the recent catastrophe of 

World War I, the comet’s green gasses conjuring an image of trench warfare, thus bringing 

‘the war home into the modern metropolis’.45 However, these allusions to social disaster are 

mediated by a cosmic accident; a force emerges from the outside to upturn the corrupt and 

degraded old order and encourage the formation of a new world. In interlacing biblical 

imagery of apocalypse into “The Comet”, Du Bois grants the comet eschatological 

importance. It is not only negative, a mere manifestation of a destructive impulse, but it also 

gives meaning to the world, something made clear by the divine visions experienced by Jim 

and Julia.  

Du Bois’s apocalypse in “The Comet”, however, is distinctive; it is marked by the insights of 

African American theology. As noted above, Du Bois was profoundly, if not 

straightforwardly, influenced by the contours of black Christianity. Apocalyptic narratives 

had a key place in the religious consciousness of enslaved black people, providing one of the 

vectors of hope – alongside the Book of Exodus – retrieved from a critical reading of the 

Bible. As Houston A. Baker emphasises, the apocalypse offered the possibility of the 

complete destruction of an American society predicated on slavery and its replacement by a 

more just social order: ‘[…] black Americans sang expectantly, preached inspiringly, and 

wrote passionately about the conflagration of a slave-holding society and about their 

subsequent emergence from servitude.’46 Civil War and Reconstruction were interpreted in 

such apocalyptic terms, the abolition of slavery understood as marking ‘the end of one age 

and the beginning of another’.47 The apocalypse, by the time Du Bois was writing, was part 

of the African American experience, it was not simply something futural but corresponded 

with concrete events in history. Not only had the apocalypse already happened, one world 

ended and another begun, but it had also been disappointed. Reconstruction did not bring the 

millennium. The rollback of the reforms won in the aftermath of the Civil War and the rise of 

the Jim Crow system in the South made the last quarter of the nineteenth century a moment 

of pain, defeat, and oppression, resulting in the feeling that apocalypse had failed to deliver, 

 
45 Kaplan, The Anarchy of Empire, 207. See also Lothian, Old Futures, 107-108. 
46 Baker, Long Black Song, 56-57. On the apocalyptic consciousness of enslaved black people more 

generally, see Glaude, Exodus! 145-146; Hobson, The Mount of Vision, 25-28; Raboteau, Slave 

Religion, 312-313; Smith, Conjuring Culture, 222-248.  
47 Harper, The End of Days, 3. See also Raboteau, A Fire in the Bones, 37-56.  
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thus tempering the initial euphoria of 1865 with a sense of sorrow.48 The movement from 

hope to disappointment did not extinguish millennial desires but it did cast them in a new, 

critical light, resulting in the sense of living ‘after redemption’ in which the ‘horrors and 

hopes of life in the New South’ mingled together.49 As Du Bois makes clear in The Souls of 

Black Folk (1903), ‘the shadow of a deep disappointment rests upon the Negro people’, a 

feeling that the great hopes inspired by the Civil War and its aftermath now lay in tatters.50  

Du Bois’s account of the future in “The Comet” reflects the ambiguous status of the 

apocalypse in the African American experience. A cosmic accident paves the way for 

liberation, the moment of recognition that Jim shares with Julia placing American society on 

a new foundation. The end of the world promises redemption, confirming the special place of 

black struggle in God’s plans. However, after the failure of Reconstruction, there is 

something hollow about the classic contours of the apocalyptic tale. For a people who have 

experienced the apocalypse once, there will always be a hesitation about its efficacy as a 

utopian mechanism. In a similar fashion to Morris’s subterranean worry about revolution, 

why would an event that has already occurred in the past not yield the same results again? To 

borrow Jacques Derrida’s phrasing, Du Bois meditates on the ‘apocalypse of apocalypse’, or 

the feeling that a decisive end to racism will be endlessly deferred.51 “The Comet” cleaves to 

the contours of African American history, with Du Bois’s speculative account of the disasters 

of the future looping back to the catastrophes that began with the Middle Passage. 

Apocalyptic narratives become circular, naming not a triumphant march forward, but a more 

hesitant shuffle between the disasters of the past and hopes for the future.52 On the one hand, 

in displacing the millenarian consciousness of black Christianity into a speculative future, Du 

Bois is clear that apocalyptic narratives are not entirely exhausted; they still have a role to 

play in the utopian imaginary, offering resources that can be drawn upon to keep horizons of 

the future open. On the other hand, for Du Bois, the apocalypse carries with it a doubt, a 

feeling that there is something inauthentic about invoking the possibility of a millennial break 

without a glance backwards to moments when the apocalypse failed.  

 
48 See Fulop, “The Future Golden Day”; Giggie, After Redemption; Harper, The End of Days; Harvey, 

Freedom’s Coming. 
49 Giggie, After Redemption, xvii.  
50 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 6. On the movement between hope and disappointment in The 

Souls of Black Folk, see Davidson, “Ugly Progress.” 
51 Derrida, “Of an Apocalyptic Tone,” 35.  
52 For similar perspectives on Du Bois’s understanding of social time and hope, see Gilroy, The Black 

Atlantic, 128-130; Lemert, Dark Thoughts, 169-190; Winters, Hope Draped in Black, 31-56.  
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At this point, “The Comet” can be instructively compared to Wells’s In the Days of the 

Comet (1906). This comparison, as might be obvious, is not arbitrary. There are good reasons 

to think that Du Bois’s “The Comet” is a direct response to Wells’s earlier text. Even at a 

purely textual level, there are similarities between the two. Both tales pinpoint the strange 

gasses of the comet as the agent of change and centre on a romance between two young 

people. While this commonality might be explained in terms of the particular panic about 

Halley’s Comet in the 1900s, which was propelled by concern about the comet’s potentially 

deadly gasses, there are contextual reasons to think that these similarities are not accidental. 

Wells and Du Bois, as two titans of the global intellectual scene in the first half of the 

twentieth century, met a number of times, including at the First Universal Race Congress in 

London in 1911 and during Du Bois’s visits to England in the 1930s and 1940s, exchanged 

letters on organisational and political questions, and referenced each other’s work in their 

books and articles.53 For example, Wells, in The Future in America (1906), declares that Du 

Bois is one of the ‘great spokesman color has found in our time’, suggesting that the 

‘sorrowful pages’ of The Souls of Black Folk give a sense of the injustice experienced by 

African Americans.54 Du Bois, in turn, draws on Wells in another piece included in 

Darkwater, turning to the latter’s discussion of colonialism in his collection of essays In the 

Fourth Year (1918).55 Given this, Du Bois was likely to have been aware of Wells’s In the 

Days of the Comet when writing “The Comet”. 

There are moments in “The Comet” when Du Bois is polemically engaged with the mode of 

apocalyptic change imagined in Wells’s In the Days of the Comet. Consider the fragility of 

the utopian image in “The Comet”. As noted above, In the Days of the Comet, in the 

transition between the first part and second part, changes genre, moving from realism, and its 

focus on the quotidian habits of the protagonist Willie, to the utopian, with its aerial view of 

the structures that define and sustain the new world. By contrast, this generic movement is 

curtailed in “The Comet”, where the arrival of the racist father’s motorcar disrupts Jim and 

Julia at the moment when the detailed description of a new society is about to appear:  

He lifted up his mighty arms, and they cried each to the other, almost with one voice, 

“The world is dead.”  

 
53 On exchanges between Wells and Du Bois, see Bell, “Pragmatic Utopianism and Race,” 881-883; 

Horne, W. E. B. Du Bois, 69, 136; Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, 362-363. Hanna Wallinger also briefly 

highlights In the Days of the Comet as an intertext for “The Comet” (“Utopian Hope,” 146). 
54 Wells, The Future in America, 197, 194. 
55 Du Bois, Darkwater, 59.  
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“Long live the –” 

“Honk! Honk!” Hoarse and sharp the cry of a motor drifted clearly up from the 

silence below. (270) 

The coming together of unity and novelty in “The Comet”, with Jim and Julia joining 

together to proclaim a new world, is truncated by the appearance of the honking motorcar, 

which carries with it all the prejudices and inequalities of the apparently deceased old order. 

Whereas Wells’s protagonist is given the freedom to describe the new society, for Jim, the 

utopian possibility created by the comet is evoked but not spelled out; it remains a hope for 

the future, but not something that can be positively known in the present. With the arrival of 

Julia’s father, Jim moves from a temporal orientation akin to Emmanuel Levinas’s ‘present of 

the future’, enticing the reader with a vision that can almost be touched in the present, to one 

in which the ‘other is the future’, where the hope for a new world disappears over the 

horizon.56 What emerges, in “The Comet”, is an apophatic understanding of utopia, where the 

positive, detailed description of the new world remains elusive; all we have are the inklings 

and glimpses that can be discerned in the catastrophes of the African American experience. 

Du Bois detours the linear movement from apocalypse to millennium that defines Wells’s 

utopian imaginary, instead insisting on the circular movement between catastrophe and 

utopia, such that the latter cannot escape the former.  

A similar dynamic is at play in terms of the relationships between Willie and Nettie in 

Wells’s text and Jim and Julia in Du Bois’s. Both relationships are subversive, demonstrating 

the limitations of the old world and the potentialities of the new order. The hint of polyamory 

between Willie and his new partner Anna, on the one hand, and Nettie and Verrall, on the 

other – the fact ‘we four […] were very close, you understand, we were friends, helpers, 

personal lovers in a world of lovers’ – is contrasted to the repressive nature of sexual and 

moral codes in early twentieth-century Britain (377). Similarly, the provisional bond between 

Jim and Julia cuts against the racist expectations of American society, their desire for each 

other challenging fears about miscegenation. Yet, in contrast to In the Days of the Comet, the 

possibilities of a relationship between Jim and Julia are implicit. The frustration that stalks 

“The Comet” is captured by Alys Eve Weinbaum’s comment that ‘employing the 

conventions of Romance, Du Bois exploits, even as he forestalls, the narrative expectations 

 
56 Levinas, Time and the Other, 76-77 
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that generic allegiance entails’.57 In the Days of the Comet fulfils these expectations, albeit in 

an unconventional fashion, with the reader treated to a reconciliation of Willie and Nettie at 

the end of the text. Du Bois, however, denies his readers this satisfaction, the negative 

moment of disappointment dominating and disrupting the path to romantic harmony. As such, 

“The Comet” leaves a sense of unfinished business; the consequences of the sexual unity 

between a black man and a white woman remain unknown. Amongst the crowd that 

accompanies Julia’s racist father is another figure: Jim’s wife, a black woman, who is holding 

the corpse of their baby, killed by the comet’s gasses. The final image, of Jim embracing his 

wife and dead child, is one of black unity and sorrow, suggesting the need for renewed 

African American struggle for freedom and a reminder of the catastrophic underside of 

history. Utopia cannot yet be grasped, and apocalypse will not necessarily bring it closer.  

Conclusion to Part I  

Following Henri Lefebvre’s regressive-progressive method, discussed in the introduction, a 

conceptual and formal account of the genesis of the present has been provided, the first part 

emphasising, on the one hand, the way in which the futurism of modern time consciousness 

transformed the literary utopia from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries and, 

on the other, the flashes of post-futurism that begin to sneak into the utopian impulse even in 

the golden age of modern time consciousness. The three concepts addressed – progress, 

revolution, and apocalypse – each offer a means for authors to imagine the temporal 

movement to utopia, tracing the discontinuous path from the degraded present to the liberated 

future. Yet, this is not an untroubled alliance. Mercier’s L’An 2440 strains against the orderly 

conception of history – involving the succession of a series of stages eventually resulting in 

perfection – that defined progress in the eighteenth century, instead desiring a ruptural 

moment, akin to the movement across the sea of earlier spatial utopias, that marks an absolute 

break between the non-utopian before and the utopian after. Morris’s News from Nowhere 

takes up where Mercier leaves off, imagining a revolutionary event that fundamentally 

reorients and restarts the movement of history as a whole, inaugurating a second childhood 

for humanity. However, the defining logic of the modern time regime, that of 

nonrepeatability, is questioned by Morris, the act of recuperating the French Revolution for 

the future proletarian revolution dulling the novum. Finally, as we have just seen, the hope 

that mass destructive events will create the conditions for a new order never quite escapes 

theological modes of understanding. For Wells, utopia, if it is to be achieved, requires an 
 

57 Weinbaum, “Interracial Romance,” 106.  



94 

 

extra-utopian intervention, some non-human, divine act that transforms a cataclysmic event 

into a liberatory one. And, in Du Bois’s “The Comet”, there is a painful awareness that such 

an intervention has not been forthcoming in the past.  

The utopias of the modern time regime leave an ambiguous legacy. From Mercier to Du Bois, 

they offer various imaginative strategies for positing the movement to a liberated future, 

breaking open pathways for the utopian form that did not exist prior to the eighteenth century. 

However, the doubt that emerges in these texts, the feeling that modern time consciousness 

does not provide the resources for effecting a fundamental transformation of the world, 

means that there are unanswered questions for the utopian tradition. The texts of Part I probe 

the relationship between utopia and the future, steadily destabilising the idea that the 

temporal movement of the world is ameliorative and will eventually result in the realisation 

of a fulfilled and contented mode of existence. They do not, however, offer a response to this 

situation. The concerns about the future as a temporal category are, with the possible 

exception of Du Bois, submerged and oblique, evoked but not spelled out. It is only from our 

post-futural perspective that these moments of the text come to the fore, resonating with the 

temporal contradictions of the current conjuncture. By contrast, the utopias of Part II confront 

the question of post-futurism head on, developing responses to the concerns fleetingly raised 

by Mercier, Morris, Wells, and Du Bois. The stage is set. We have a sense of the affinity and 

the tension between modern time consciousness and the literary utopia, and are now in a 

position to address how the distinctive contours of the latter may help to mediate and work 

through the crisis and collapse of the former. 
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PART II 

Chapter 4 

Mimesis: Colonialism, temporal domination, and the utopic encounter  

At the heart of C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins (1938), the iconic history of the Haitian 

Revolution of 1792 to 1801, there are two curious chapter titles. The fourth chapter is titled 

“The San Domingo Masses Begin” and this is followed by the chapter “And the Paris Masses 

Complete”. James’s use of the conjunction “and” here is subtly significant, demonstrating the 

entwinement of revolutionary events in the metropole and the colony. At first glance, this 

relationship might appear obvious. It was the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789 that 

set in train the events in San Domingo that would eventually result in the abolition of slavery 

in the country and the establishment of the independent black republic of Haiti. However, 

notice, the direction of travel in James’s account does not go from Paris to Haiti; it is not the 

case that the moment of newness in the late eighteenth century originates in the metropole 

and is then steadily exported to the colonial world beyond. Instead, something begins in Haiti 

that is completed in Paris. The Haitian Revolution was the springboard for the deepening, 

enriching, and widening of the French Revolution, with the encounter between the two 

processes of transformation piquing each to begin on a new trajectory. The ‘slaves in San 

Domingo by their insurrection had shown revolutionary France that they could fight and die 

for freedom’ and, in turn, ‘the revolution in France had brought to the front of the stage 

masses who, when they said abolition, meant it in theory and in practice’.1 

James’s presentation of the interchange between France and San Domingo poses a question 

to Arendt’s account of revolution discussed in Chapter 2. The Haitian Revolution is 

conspicuously missing from On Revolution, the events on the Caribbean island rendered 

superfluous to understanding revolution.2 On Arendt’s account, the novelty experienced by 

the revolutionaries, the hiatus between the end of the old and the beginning of the new, 

proliferates temporally, the French reaching back to the examples of antiquity to give them 

the courage to embrace the temporal break, but is limited spatially, the colonial world beyond 

the borders of France incidental to this experience of newness. A very different rendering of 

the pathos of novelty is posited in The Black Jacobins. One of the conditions of possibility 

 
1 James, The Black Jacobins, 120. 
2 Fischer, Modernity Disavowed, 7-9; Gaffney, “Memories of Exclusion.”  
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for the French Revolution’s articulation of a new socio-political order is a transatlantic 

encounter between metropole and colony; social transformation in France is dependent not 

only on turning back to the examples of ancient times but also the creative intervention of the 

enslaved peoples of San Domingo, the latter pushing the revolution beyond its narrow 

constitutional confines. In declaring that the novelty at the heart of the French Revolution 

was not an achievement of Europe alone, but instead co-constituted through an exchange 

between metropole and colony, The Black Jacobins poses a question to On Revolution: 

Whose future?  

James’s anticipation of the problems of Arendt’s account is unsurprising. On Revolution is 

not unique in imagining that future-making is a capacity that only a certain subset of the 

world’s population – in Arendt’s case, the American and French revolutionaries – are 

equipped with. Modern time consciousness was underpinned by the unequal distribution of 

the future. As suggested in the introduction, the defining characteristic of the modern time 

regime is the logic of nonrepeatability; since the future will be different and better, and 

radically so, the events of the past do not provide a guide. All of this, however, is altered once 

modern temporality comes into contact with colonialism. As James’s articulation of the 

“whose future?” question suggests, it is not only the case that the future is a difficult and 

unstable proposition – something already evident from the ambivalences of the modern time 

regime highlighted in Part I – but, for those subject to colonial domination, radical novelty is 

denied. Modern time consciousness, as it became imbricated with colonial logics of 

domination, distributed novelty and repetition in an unequal fashion across the globe. There 

are certain peoples destined for newness, such as the French revolutionaries of Arendt’s 

account, and others destined for repetition, the socio-political order forged in the metropole 

becoming a model to be approximated in the colonies.  

The coming together of the modern time regime and colonial relations of domination 

produces what Johannes Fabian calls the ‘denial of coevalness’.3 The violence and 

exploitation of colonialism is entwined with a relationship of temporal inequality. Once the 

peoples of the world are placed on a generic ladder of development, the present of the 

coloniser becomes the future of the colonised, the latter’s path forward anticipated in the 

novel achievements of the former. To take one example, the Amerindians were, for the 

eighteenth-century historians of the Scottish Enlightenment such as William Robertson and 

 
3 Fabian, Time and the Other, 32. 
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Adam Ferguson, living examples of Europe’s own past, with their mode of life offering 

insight into the early stages of history in Europe. Differences across space were converted 

into temporal inequalities, with the so-called advanced nations of Europe positing themselves 

as the leaders of humanity and providing a model which the Amerindians must learn to 

mimic.4 The history of the world takes the structure of ‘first in Europe, then elsewhere’; the 

future of the elsewhere can be read off the path already established by Europe.5 This denial of 

coevalness provides the background conditions for the claims of Arendt’s On Revolution. 

France is preordained to be the home of the novel and Haiti can only follow it, the events in 

the French colony a pale copy of the pathos of novelty experienced by revolutionaries in the 

metropole.  

The entanglement of temporality, novelty, and repetition in the colonial imaginary is, of 

course, a familiar story, different versions of the denial of coevalness thesis advanced in 

everything from the classic anti-colonial texts and accounts of underdevelopment published 

in the immediate post-war years through to the postcolonialism and decolonialism of recent 

decades.6 Nevertheless, the coming together of repetition and temporality in colonial relations 

of domination is particularly relevant to the relationship between utopia and the future, 

raising some important questions: Are all people equally responsible for the creation of the 

new and the different? Or is there a principle of exclusion at work in utopia, the creative 

capacity for effecting a temporal break something that is not available to everybody? Samir 

Amin encapsulates what is at stake here:  

The tumultuous events that shake the rest of the world – socialist revolutions, 

antiimperialist wars of liberation – are, despite the more radical appearance of the 

ambitions that nourish them, less decisive for the future than the progress being made 

almost imperceptibly in the West. These tumultuous events are only the vicissitudes 

 
4 Bhambra, Rethinking Modernity, 34-55; Meek, Social Science, 37-68; Sebastiani, The Scottish 

Enlightenment, 73-102. 
5 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 7. 
6 For the anti-colonial critique of progress, see Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism; Fanon, The 

Wretched of the Earth. On the underdevelopment critique, see Frank, Latin America; Rodney, How 

Europe Underdeveloped Africa. The classic postcolonial account is Chakrabarty, Provincializing 

Europe. For recent decolonial critiques, see Mignolo, The Darker Side; Quijano, “Coloniality of 

Power.” 
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through which the peoples concerned have been compelled to pass in order to attempt 

to correct their backwardness.7 

The changes imagined and enacted by non-European peoples are understood in terms of a 

linear, universal logic of development, such that they are simple repetitions of events that 

have already occurred within Europe; their causes and results are known, nothing novel is 

produced.  

The unequal distribution of the future across the world raises a doubt about modern time 

consciousness, reinforcing some of the concerns already hinted at in Part I. With Du Bois’s 

“The Comet”, the future is provincialised. Any account of the temporal break has to be 

reconciled with the particular contours of the African American experience and, in particular, 

the distinctive ricocheting movement from hope to disappointment and back again fostered 

by the experience of Civil War and Reconstruction. In other words, “The Comet” makes clear 

that the future is not the same for everybody; it does not, even at the high point of modern 

time consciousness, necessarily signal rupture. Moreover, Du Bois’s text draws out 

something latent in Morris’s News from Nowhere and Wells’s In the Days of the Comet: the 

spectre of repetition, that the future will not depart from the past, offering more of the same 

rather than a break in the continuum of history. Colonial imitation, likewise, is positioned 

between parochialism and repetition. The future, for colonial subjects, is not marked by 

radical novelty but, instead, the copying of what has come before.  

The mediation of novelty through colonialism reaches deep into the utopian tradition. The 

spatial utopias of the early modern period, including Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) and 

Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1626), were positioned in the so-called New World, taking the 

recently discovered lands as a tabula rasa where fancy could build freely. These utopias 

offered plans for reforming the apparently anarchic and wasteful ways of the indigenous 

populations of the New World; the visions produced in this moment were taken up by 

European explorers as explicit blueprints on how to impose colonial order.8 This much is 

hinted at by More in Utopia, where we are told that King Utopus, the founder of the 

community, succeeded in subduing the original residents of the land. The ‘rude, uncouth 

 
7 Amin, Eurocentrism, 181.  
8 Balasopoulos, “Unworldly Worldliness”; Boesky, Founding Fictions, 1-22; Knapp, An Empire of 

Nowhere, 7-8; Marouby, “Utopian Colonialism.”  
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inhabitants’ of Abraxa, once defeated in a war, are supplanted by the civilised Utopians.9 The 

active role is reserved for the coloniser; the one who conquers is also the one who imagines. 

With the temporal shift in utopianising from the eighteenth century onwards, the genre begins 

to focus on the futural transformation of familiar geographical locations, whether that be 

Mercier’s Paris or Morris’s London. However, despite the fact that colonial territories are not 

the site of utopian imagining, an implicit temporal inequality remains. The temporal utopias, 

for the most part, posit the active subjects of novelty as white Europeans, the populations of 

the rest of the world either excluded from the futural schema entirely, understood to follow 

the utopian example described, or subject to forms of domination and violence.10 

Furthermore, in the case of Bellamy’s Looking Backward, it was the closing of the American 

frontier in the late nineteenth century that impelled a temporal shift; if there was no new 

novelty to be found by appropriating land to the west, then the gaze must be directed forward 

towards the transformation of already existing cities such as Boston.11 The colonisation of 

time was thus shaped by the prior colonisation of space, the latter motivating and haunting 

the former.  

Utopian fiction has participated in the denial of coevalness, reinforcing the conventional 

relationship between Europe and the future. This is not, however, the only possible effect of 

the literary utopia. Utopian writers have attempted to loosen the entanglement between 

novelty and repetition, channelling a liberatory desire that cuts across frontiers and borders. 

From visions of remade Indias such as Rokeya Sahkawat Hossain’s “Sultana’s Dream” 

(1905), Salman Rushdie’s Grimus (1975), and Suniti Namjoshi’s The Mothers of Maya Diip 

(1989) to accounts of liberated Africas like Ayi Kwei Armah’s Two Thousand Seasons 

(1973), Ben Okri’s Astonishing the Gods (1995), and Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon (2014), to 

name only a few Anglophone examples, there is a long tradition of challenging the European 

monopoly on alterity by appropriating the capacity for novum-making in colonial and 

postcolonial contexts.12 However, the two texts discussed in detail in this chapter, Ursula K. 

Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) and Buchi Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi (1983), go one 

 
9 More, Utopia, 44.  
10 Ahmad, Landscapes of Hope, 25-48; Bell, Dreamworlds of Race, 203-250. A possible exception 

here is L’An 2440, which posits the figure of the black Spartacus who frees the New World from 

slavery and colonialism (Marcellesi, “Louis-Sébastien Mercier”; Pierrot, The Black Avenger, 91-128). 
11 Beaumont, The Spectre of Utopia, 41; Jung, “The American Frontier”; Matarese, “Foreign Policy”; 

Slotkin, The Fatal Environment, 515-516; Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction, 171-173.  
12 Ashcroft, Utopianism in Postcolonial Literatures; MacDonald, Alter-Africas; Pordzik, The Quest 

for Postcolonial Utopia; Smith, Globalization, Utopia. 
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step further. Le Guin and Emecheta do not only propose the possibility of an anti-colonial 

mode of novelty but also engage polemically with the dominant temporal relations of 

colonialism. This involves taking aim at both, on the one hand, the pathological forms of 

repetition associated with the logic of “first in Europe, then elsewhere” and, on the other 

hand, the modes of colonial domination sedimented in the utopian genre itself. In critical 

utopian fashion, Le Guin and Emecheta are concerned with ‘expressions of oppositional 

thought, unveiling, debunking, of both the genre itself and the historical situation’, engaging 

in a double dialectical reforming of repetition and utopia, bringing the two together to 

imagine a world where no people provides a model for another and the future is distributed in 

an egalitarian fashion.13  

Of particular importance here is the way in which The Dispossessed and The Rape of Shavi 

draw out the ambivalence and slipperiness of colonial mimesis. As we have known since at 

least Frantz Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs [Black Skin, White Masks] (1952), the 

colonial subject is compelled to identify with the coloniser, the latter functioning as a model 

for the former.14 However, while the demand for imitation has long been recognised as a 

linchpin of colonial temporal relations, it is also something unstable, allowing for the 

possibility of resistance, parody, and otherness. Consider Fanon’s essay “L’Algerie se 

devoile” [“Algeria Unveiled”] (1959), in which he describes how women involved in the 

revolutionary struggle in Algiers adopted the mannerisms and appearance of French 

femininity but only as a disguise, mimicking the coloniser in order to smuggle information 

and weapons around the city.15 Alternatively, Homi K. Bhabha’s rereading of colonial 

imitation, in which the colonial subject, in imitating the coloniser, disturbs their authority, 

breaking down the relationship between the original and the copy, reveals that there is ‘no 

presence or identity behind the mask’.16 And, the uncontrollable, epidemic qualities of 

mimesis in colonial contexts are brought to the fore by Michael Taussig, who demonstrates 

that mimesis does not go in one direction only. As much as the colonised mimics the 

 
13 Moylan, Demand the Impossible, 10.  
14 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks. On mimesis and Fanon, see Chaudhury, “Subjects in Difference”; 

Fuss, Identification Papers, 141-172.  
15 Fanon, A Dying Colonialism, 35-64.  
16 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 126.  
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coloniser, the coloniser also mimics the colonised, each becoming other to their original 

selves.17 

In each of these cases, what is at stake, to borrow Taussig’s Brechtian phrasing, is the 

‘refunctioning of the mimetic faculty’, taking a tool used to reproduce temporal inequality 

and turning it against itself to produce a mode of identification that defies the model 

established by the coloniser.18 For the utopians discussed here, mimesis has a similarly 

doubled quality, the compulsion to imitate both reinforcing and subverting colonial relations 

of temporal domination. Le Guin and Emecheta bring together the recursive movement of 

imitation with the demand for radical newness associated with the utopian form. Yet, The 

Dispossessed and The Rape of Shavi do not share the same assessment of the critical 

potentialities of mimesis. By bringing Le Guin’s The Dispossessed into dialogue with 

Taussig’s Mimesis and Alterity (1993), I suggest that the unequal distribution of the future is 

countered through a mutual process of imitation in which copy and original are blurred. Le 

Guin thus posits that utopian desire can be reformed through the encounter, the latter 

unleashing a common creativity that – not unlike the exchange between France and Haiti 

described by James – fosters a pathos of novelty. By contrast, Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi 

is a subtle critique of this strategy. The utopian undercurrent of mimesis is predicated on the 

productivity of both coloniser and colonised; it suggests that there is sufficient energy in 

these societies to produce a temporal break via mutual copying. Emecheta, following Aimé 

Césaire’s account of colonialism, asserts that the colonial experience has drained almost all 

capacity for futurity. The Rape of Shavi leaves us with an image of negative equality; the 

future is distributed in an egalitarian fashion, but only because neither coloniser nor colonised 

are capable of a leap into the new. The only mimesis remaining is a mimesis of death.  

The Beggarman: Le Guin’s The Dispossessed  

The Dispossessed is widely regarded as the outstanding literary utopia of the late twentieth 

century, playing a pivotal role in revitalising utopian fiction in the 1970s and opening new 

horizons for the form that continue to shape how utopias are written today.19 For most 

scholars, its key contribution to the utopian tradition is, as its subtitle An Ambiguous Utopia 

 
17 Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity. 
18 Ibid., 46.  
19 Carl Freedman goes further, claiming: ‘The Dispossessed is […] arguably, the most vital and 

politically acute instance of the positive utopia yet produced’ (Critical Theory and Science Fiction, 

114).  
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suggests, its complexity and nuance. The Dispossessed centres on the experience of the 

physicist Shevek who becomes the first person for over two hundred years to travel from the 

planet of Anarres to Urras. Anarres, Shevek’s home planet, is an anarcho-communist utopia, 

in which all live – at least officially – in absolute equality and without a state, while the non-

utopia of Urras is defined by relations of statism and capitalism that mirror those of our own 

world. In the movement between the two worlds, the socio-political orders of each are subject 

to critical comparison. In particular, the flaws and limitations of Anarres are emphasised by 

Le Guin; it is a better, but not perfect, society. Le Guin’s utopia is not a static ideal and 

instead contains shortcomings that suggest the possibility for further development.20 The 

Dispossessed is a riposte to the critique of utopia advanced by Cold War liberals. Far from 

expressing the desire to straighten out the crooked timber of humanity, Le Guin embraces the 

dynamism of history, infusing utopia with tension and transformation.21 Or, as Shevek 

recognises, ‘his society, properly conceived, was a revolution, a permanent one, an ongoing 

process’.22 

To return to Fredric Jameson’s term mentioned in the introduction, Le Guin’s text is an anti-

anti-utopia, reforming utopia in the face of the criticisms directed against it. Yet, we should 

not only read The Dispossessed in terms of the Cold War liberal critique of the utopian form; 

there are other questions at stake in Le Guin’s text. The Dispossessed, in a subtle but 

powerful fashion, takes aim at the entwinement of the utopian form with colonial relations of 

domination. However, Le Guin’s utopia is seldom understood in these terms.23 This lack of 

attention is surprising, not least because many of Le Guin’s texts are concerned with 

colonialism. Consider the quasi-cosmopolitanism of the Ekumen confederation in The Left 

Hand of Darkness (1969) or the detouring of utopia through the practices of North American 

indigenous peoples in Always Coming Home (1985), both of which can be understood as 

responses to relations of colonial violence.24 The clearest engagement with colonialism is Le 

Guin’s novella The Word for World is Forest (1972), which centres on a confrontation 

 
20 For readings that emphasise the importance of the ambiguous quality of The Dispossessed, see Bell, 

“Paying “Utopia” a Subversive Fidelity”; Davis, “The Dynamic and Revolutionary Utopia”; Ferns, 

Narrating Utopia, 219-230; Moylan, Demand the Impossible, 87-114; Theall, “The Art of Social-

Science Fiction.” 
21 For Le Guin’s own reflections on utopia, see her essay “A Non-Euclidean View of California as a 

Cold Place to Be” (1982).  
22 Le Guin, The Dispossessed, 147 (henceforth cited in text).  
23 For accounts that address The Dispossessed and colonialism, see Freedman, Critical Theory and 

Science Fiction, 122-125; Kerslake, Science Fiction and Empire, 43-62.  
24 On cosmopolitanism in Le Guin’s work, see Higgins, “Toward a Cosmopolitan Science Fiction.”  
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between a group of settler colonialists and an indigenous population on a fictional planet 

called Athshe. In an obvious allegory of the Vietnam War, the former are intent on exploiting 

the natural resources of the planet, and in particular the wood of its forests, while the latter 

engage in a guerrilla war of resistance.25 

The violence of the American war in Vietnam, as well as Le Guin’s more general concern for 

the catastrophic consequences of colonialism for indigenous peoples and interest in non-

colonial forms of encounter predicated on equality and conviviality, suffuses The 

Dispossessed. The relevance of the text to questions of colonialism is clearest in terms of the 

spatio-temporal order of Urras, one of Le Guin’s fictional planets. Urras is divided into three 

socio-political systems: free market capitalism in A-Io, authoritarian socialism in Thu, and an 

underdeveloped region called Benbili. The planet thus mirrors the world system of the Cold 

War, with A-Io standing in for the First World of the USA and Western Europe, Thu the 

Second World of the Soviet Union and its satellites, and Benbili the Third World of Asia, 

Africa, and South America. As Jameson notes, Le Guin engages in a practice of world-

reduction, a process of ‘radical abstraction and simplification’ that results in the ‘attenuation’ 

of the ‘sheer teeming multiplicity of what exists’.26 Through world-reduction, Le Guin draws 

forth the essential contours of each of the three worlds that comprise the Cold War 

geopolitical order. In one sense, Le Guin engages in spatial play, layering a set of familiar 

planetary relationships over a political map of a new world. Yet, the spatial mirroring 

between Urras and our own world is accompanied by a temporal echo. On the modernisation 

discourse of the Cold War moment, the First World was positioned as the ultimate telos of 

the Second and Third Worlds, such that the latter were expected to mimic, in the fullness of 

time, the social and political structures of the former. As Nils Gilman notes, for the 

modernisation theorists, ‘the whole world was destined to converge with the model of 

modernity limned by the contemporary United States’.27 In a similar fashion, on Le Guin’s 

Urras, the state capitalist regime of A-Io is implicitly placed at the end of history, with the 

authoritarian socialist Thu and the underdeveloped Benbili lagging behind it.  

 
25 Watson, “The Forest,” 231; Wolfe, “The Word,” 2493. For an overview of responses to the Vietnam 

War in American science fiction, see Franklin, “The Vietnam War.” 
26 Jameson, “World-Reduction in Le Guin,” 223 
27 Gilman, Mandarins of the Future, 14. More generally on modernisation discourse, see Ekbladh, The 

Great American Mission; Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution. 
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All of this is reinforced when, partway through the text, a revolution breaks out in Benbili. 

For the capitalist order of A-Io, Benbili is a ‘backward sort of country’ that is constantly 

‘having revolutions’ (69). As Amin suggests above, the experience of revolution is 

concatenated to a state of backwardness, such that the uprisings by the peoples of the Third 

World are understood as an attempt to mimic an established path of development. However, 

the revolution has unpredictable consequences, moments that promise something other than 

the models proffered by A-Io and Thu. Shevek is heartened to read that the new government 

in Benbili has ‘opened the jails, giving amnesty to all prisoners’, thus dismantling one of the 

institutions that knits together private property and state power, and moving beyond both free 

market capitalism and state socialism (168). However, the revolution is not allowed to follow 

an autonomous course. As with the interventions of the French and Americans in Vietnam, 

the nascent desire for a new order is stifled through violence, as troops from A-Io descend on 

Benbili to prop up the old government. This, in turn, incites a response from Thu, the latter 

supplying weaponry to the revolutionaries. The desires of Benbili are quashed by the struggle 

between the two great superpowers of the day: ‘It did not matter who governed, or thought 

they governed, the Benbilis: the politics of reality concerned the power struggle between A-Io 

and Thu’ (169).  

If relations on Urras are familiar, the temporal order of the Cold War moment is disturbed in 

The Dispossessed by the presence of Shevek’s home planet. Reflecting a broader discontent 

with modernisation discourse in the face of the war in Vietnam, Le Guin attempts to escape 

the strictures of the tripartite world system.28 Significantly, the moon of Anarres has no 

equivalent in the Cold War system; none of the latter’s three worlds can be identified with 

anarcho-communism. A question emerges of where Anarres should be placed within the 

temporal order of the First, Second, and Third Worlds. One option, gestured at by Le Guin at 

various points, is to understand Anarres as a Zero World. The freedom and equality of 

Anarres – as manifested by the absence of both capitalism and the state – represents a further 

stage of development that is a model for the three worlds on Urras. For example, in an early 

scene, Shevek and his childhood friends are discussing the relationship between Urras and 

Anarres. One of his friends proposes: ‘If we’re better than any other human society […] then 

we ought to be helping them’ (40). Anarres, in this way, has a civilising mission, a duty to 

introduce anarcho-communism to other societies. This quasi-imperialist desire is reinforced 

 
28 On the crisis of modernisation discourse in the 1970s, see Ekbladh, The Great American Mission, 

226-256; Gilman, Mandarins of the Future, 203-240; Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution, 157-185. 
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later in the text when Shevek, having experienced the worlds of both Anarres and Urras, 

suggests: ‘You are our history. We are perhaps your future’ (64).29  

However, matters are more complex in The Dispossessed. While Anarres, at certain 

moments, appears to occupy the most advanced position on the ladder of development, there 

are other moments when it is associated with the least developed position. As hinted at by 

Shevek’s sense of affinity with the revolutionaries in the Third World, there is a similarity 

between Anarres and Benbili. The economic structure of Anarres is of particular importance 

here. In a neo-colonial relationship that would be familiar to Andre Gunder Frank and Walter 

Rodney, Anarres is caught in a state of underdevelopment, its economy dependent on Urras.30 

The moon was granted to the anarchists after a revolution, led by the mythical figure of Odo, 

hundreds of years before the action of The Dispossessed takes place. While the anarchists 

were guaranteed political independence, such that they were free to organise the new planet 

on their own terms, the agreement to allow them to settle on the moon came with economic 

caveats. Namely, that the natural resources of Anarres had to be mined and transported to 

Urras in exchange for goods that cannot be produced on the moon. Whatever the political 

achievements of the anarchists, no matter how creative and novel their institutions, practices, 

and mores are, they remain dependent on Urras, for whom they are nothing more than a 

cheap and efficient source of raw materials. Simply put, ‘the Free World of Anarres was a 

mining colony of Urras’ (79).31 The anarchists may tell themselves stories about the essential 

superiority of their political system, but ultimately they are peripheral to life on Urras. 

Anarres is trapped between two contradictory positions. On the one hand, in claiming 

superiority over the various socio-political orders on Urras, it repeats the denial of coevalness 

that defines the relationship between the three worlds of the Cold War order, positing a bad 

form of mimesis in which one party, the anarchist moon-dwellers, are responsible for 

inventing the future while another party, the state capitalists of the earth-like planet, are 

denied creative capacity for novum formation. In Jacques Derrida’s words, this relationship 

 
29 At this point, The Dispossessed resembles utopian texts, most famously Arthur C. Clarke’s 

Childhood’s End (1953), that imagine that the arrival of advanced aliens helps humanity achieve 

progress. For a good account of the colonial undertones of this form of encounter, see O’Connell, 

“We are Change.”  
30 Frank, Latin America; Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.  
31 I disagree with critics who suggest that part of the utopian quality of Anarres is its Spartan mode of 

existence (Fekete, “The Dispossessed and Triton,” 131-136; Khouri, “The Dialectics of Power,” 50-

53; Moylan, Demand the Impossible, 97-99). The survivalism of the Anarresti people is an effect of 

their dependence on resource extraction, rather than something positively willed. 
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fosters a form of ‘servile repetition’ defined by ‘counterfeiting and plagiarism’.32 Positioning 

Anarres as a Zero World would confirm the dominant temporal logic of the Cold War era: 

that development consists in a series of stages that ultimately results in a perfected mode of 

existence. On the other hand, the economically exploitative relationship between Anarres and 

Urras has troubling consequences for the former, seeming to deny it the capacity to change 

and develop, and steadily reintroducing elements of statism and capitalism into its anarcho-

communist social order. The corruptions described by Shevek – a bureaucratic layer that 

usurps control over affairs on the planet, the drive to centralisation impelled by the lack of 

productive capacity, and the compulsion experienced by members of a supposedly free 

society – can be traced back to its status as a mining colony. Carl Freedman, comparing Le 

Guin’s presentation of Anarres to Leon Trotsky’s account of the nascent Soviet Union, 

usefully comments: ‘Despite genuinely heroic efforts by many Anarresti to maintain the 

Odonian principles of freedom and nonviolence under the most adverse circumstances, the 

“old crap” that Marx foresaw does indeed return.’33 The fact that the revolution has failed to 

spread – that, contra Shevek’s Trotskyist phrasing, Anarres does not engage in permanent 

revolution – means that it steadily comes under the influence of the state capitalism of the old 

world; there is no anarcho-communism in one country. The war against the revolutionaries in 

Benbili is thus also conducted, albeit in a slower, more drawn-out form, in Anarres.  

Anarres simultaneously demands that Urras copy its anarchist social-political order and is 

compelled by Urras to adopt a form of statist capitalism. The confrontation of these two bad 

forms of colonial mimesis, in which there is one active subject and one passive object, is 

disturbed by Shevek’s movement between the two worlds. Shevek, the first individual to 

travel from Anarres to Urras since the moon was granted to the anarchists, is inspired by a 

desire for cultural communication, believing that the isolation of the planets from each other 

has resulted in mutual degradation. Shevek ‘must urge the idea of brotherhood, he must 

represent, in his own person, a solidarity of the Two Worlds’ (121). A no man’s land is 

converted into a borderland, ‘a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional 

residue of an unnatural boundary’, the gap between the two worlds giving way to a space that 

allows for both mixing and conflict, hybridity and unrest.34 Shevek aims to establish a 

‘contact zone’ between the two peoples, or a ‘space in which peoples geographically and 

 
32 Derrida, “Economimesis,” 10.  
33 Freedman, Critical Theory and Science Fiction, 123.  
34 Anzaldúa, Borderlands, 3.  



107 

 
 

historically separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, 

usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict’.35 The 

contact zone between Anarres and Urras is double sided, containing the possibility for both a 

cultural exchange between the two planets and the intensification of pre-existing relations of 

power.  

The borderland is mediated through the figure of Shevek. As the only person who has 

experienced both worlds, he must represent ‘in his own person’ the solidarity between the 

two (121). This presents a problem for Shevek. By virtue of the historical divide between the 

two planets, there are no models for the exchange desired by Shevek. In fact, Shevek’s 

position on Urras risks repeating the degraded forms of mimesis that pre-exist his journey 

across space. As we have already seen, Shevek, reflecting the broader cultural consciousness 

of Anarres, regards his own world, whatever its limitations and pathologies, as more 

advanced than the three political systems that exist on Urras. At the same time, Shevek is 

understood by the elite of A-Io as nothing more than a resource to be exploited, his 

innovative insights in the field of physics, once wrestled from him, promising to give them a 

competitive advantage. Or, as one of his hosts angrily demands: ‘Is he a complete fraud? 

Have we been taken in by a damned naive peasant from Utopia? Where’s his theory? 

Where’s our instantaneous spaceflight?’ (193). Just as Anarres has been allowed to practice 

anarchism on the proviso that it continues to supply Urras with minerals, Shevek is allowed 

to talk ‘pure anarchism’ throughout his visit but only on the condition that he provides his 

hosts with politically and economically valuable knowledge (121). The colonial relations 

between Anarres and Urras, in which the intricate combination of superiority and inferiority 

produces a doubled denial of coevalness, overdetermine Shevek’s sojourn in the old world. 

Le Guin does not, however, present a pessimistic image of solidarity quashed by colonial 

power. There are moments when Shevek escapes the forms of colonial mimesis that structure 

the relationship between Urras and Anarres. Of particular significance here is the figure of 

the Beggarman, which Shevek introduces as a model for how he will behave on Urras. 

Shevek, as he arrives on the new planet, declares that he will be unable to live as they do 

under the capitalist system of A-Io:  

 
35 Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 8.  
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In your world, in Urras, one must buy things. I come to your world, I have no money, 

I cannot buy […]. If I am to be kept alive, you must give it to me. I am an Anarresti, I 

make the Urrasti behave like Anarresti: to give, not to sell. If you like. Of course, it is 

not necessary to keep me alive! I am the Beggarman, you see. (15)  

This statement, at first glance, seems to confirm a form of temporal distancing, in which the 

ways of Shevek’s people are declared superior to those of his hosts, who must passively 

mimic the anarchists. However, the Beggarman is a more complex figure in The 

Dispossessed; it occupies a paradoxical status, caught between the two worlds. There is a 

subtle tension between Shevek’s claim that he will make the Urrasti behave like Anarresti 

and his adoption of the persona of the Beggarman; the latter cannot be entirely elided with the 

particular anarcho-communist order on the moon. The unstable position of the Beggarman is 

made clear when, later in the text, Shevek recalls a performance of this figure by Tirin, one of 

his childhood friends on Anarres:  

Tirin got himself up in a collection of rags from the recycle bin and wandered among 

them as the Poor Urrasti, the Beggarman – one of the Iotic words everybody had 

learned in history. “Give me money,” he whined, shaking his hand under their noses. 

“Money! Money! Why don’t you give me any money? You haven’t got any? Liars! 

Filthy propertarians! Profiteers! Look at all that food, how did you get it if you 

haven’t any money?” (51; emphasis in original) 

Tirin’s performance lampoons the people of Urras, playing on the perception of the 

greediness of state capitalism with the demand for money and, at the same time, the suffering 

and indignity induced by the system, where certain individuals are reliant on others for their 

survival. The performance only works because the Beggarman – significantly, the name is 

Iotic in origin, one of Urras’s language – is different from the Anarresti; it compels the 

audience to recognise the distinction between state capitalism and anarcho-communism. 

Shevek’s assumption of the Beggarman figure on his arrival in Urras, therefore, involves a 

complex mimetic play. He is imitating an Anarresti who is imitating a Urrasti, anarchism and 

capitalism vying together in the Beggarman, thus producing a figure that does not 

straightforwardly belong to either society. So, in asking the Urrasti to behave like the 

Beggarman, he is asking them to behave as both themselves and something other than 

themselves.  



109 

 
 

To think about the meaning of the Beggarman, we can turn back to Taussig’s account of 

colonial mimesis. As mentioned above, for Taussig, mimesis in the colonial context, while 

predominately taking a bad form, in which the colonised is impelled to copy the ideal 

presented by the coloniser, also allows for moments of mutual copying, times when both 

parties ‘yield into and become Other’.36 Taussig focuses on Charles Darwin’s account, in his 

diary of the voyage of the Beagle in 1832, of the exchange between the indigenous people of 

the Tierra del Fuego, located at the very tip of South America, and the British sailors of the 

ship. This was ‘the mythical scene of almost first contact’, the Fuegians previously having 

had very little interaction with Europeans, and it was, at least on Darwin’s account, defined 

by a playful exchange of copying.37 The Fuegians began the process, engaging in uncanny 

imitations of the Europeans, taking up and reproducing the mannerisms and the speech of the 

recently arrived sailors. However, the British visitors ‘get into the game too’, mimicking not 

only the Fuegians but, more specifically, their mimicry of the sailors, producing a ‘mimicry 

of mimicry’ which, inevitably, is imitated once more by the Fuegians, setting off a ‘chain 

reaction’ between the two groups.38 The mutual exchange between sailors and the indigenous 

people, Taussig stresses, disrupts the idea that the coloniser offers a model to the colonised, 

creating ‘a “space between” [...] in which it is far from easy to say who is the imitator and 

who is the imitated, which is copy and which is original’.39 In the exchange of copying, 

something new is produced: a sailor-character that is the product of both the British and the 

Fuegians, and neither of them. The ratcheting up of the imitations reveals, as Philippe 

Lacoue-Labarthe reflects, a ‘pure and disquieting plasticity which potentially authorises the 

varying appropriation of all characters and functions’, the British becoming Fuegian, and the 

Fuegian British, via the mediation of the figure of the sailor, such that mimesis, in 

encouraging ‘the appropriation of everything supposedly proper’, ultimately ‘jeopardises 

property “itself”’, any notion of possessiveness over the co-constituted figure lost as it is 

copied and recopied.40  

The Beggarman effects a similar kind of dispossession, a mutual process of mimesis 

producing a figure that can be equally embraced by both Anarres and Urras. It is here that the 

utopian quality of mimesis comes to the fore. For Le Guin, the importance of mimesis lies 

 
36 Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, xiii.  
37 Ibid., 73.  
38 Ibid., 81.  
39 Ibid., 78.  
40 Lacoue-Labarthe, Typography, 116.  
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not, as for much postcolonial theory in the 1980s and 1990s, in cultural mixing – whether 

referred to as hybridity, transculturation, or conviviality – as such.41 Rather, the mimetic 

faculty is concatenated with a desire for novelty; the Beggarman incites a new beginning for 

both planets. The following statement from Shevek is particularly interesting in this context: 

“I am, you know, the Beggarman, […] I could not bring money, we do not use it. I could not 

bring gifts, we use nothing that you lack. So I come, like a good Odonian, ‘with empty 

hands’” (60). The association of the Beggarman with absence becomes, over the course of 

The Dispossessed, a utopian gesture, with the willingness to dispossess oneself of all sense of 

property and ownership posited as a precondition for breaking out of the reified social 

relations that have congealed on both Anarres and Urras. For instance, we are told that the 

arrival of Shevek has acted as a ‘catalyst’ in poorer districts of A-Io, the appearance of the 

Beggarman promising the end of capitalism for the working-class population: ‘The myth – 

the one who comes before the millennium – ‘A stranger, an outcast, an exile, bearing in 

empty hands the time to come’’ (192).42 Emptiness and futurity come together with the 

mimetic faculty to produce a desire to begin again from a blank slate, building a new order 

from the ground up. In a similar fashion, Shevek’s return to Anarres at the end of The 

Dispossessed is accompanied by the ghostly reappearance of the Beggarman, the final lines 

of the text reading: ‘[Shevek] had not brought anything. His hands were empty, as they had 

always been’ (319). If the revolutionary impulse that underlies the anarchist society on 

Anarres is to be rejuvenated, a new nothingness is needed that breaks through the corruptions 

that have accumulated over the two hundred years of its isolation. 

The Beggarman cuts both ways: it piques Urras and Anarres to go beyond themselves, to 

renew utopian desire through their confrontation with one another.43 Shevek’s performance of 

the unstable figure of the Beggarman degrades the servile forms of repetition that previously 

defined the relationship between Anarres and Urras. On the one hand, the symbolic 

superiority of anarcho-communism, its position as the Zero World on a generic ladder of 

 
41 See Bhabha, The Location of Culture; Gilroy, After Empire; Rama, Writing Across Cultures; 

Young, Colonial Desire.  
42 Some critics see Le Guin’s faith in Shevek as a limitation of The Dispossessed, suggesting that the 

‘lone anarchist from the moon’ usurps the collective power of the people (Moylan, Demand the 

Impossible, 107. See also Fekete, “The Dispossessed and Triton,” 134-135; Jose, “Reflections on the 

Politics,” 189-190). However, insofar that Shevek’s Beggarman is a multiplicity of forces, the 

collective is infused into his personal identity.  
43 Many have highlighted this process of mutual change (Davis, “The Dynamic and Revolutionary 

Utopia,” 9; Elliott, “Breaching Invisible Walls,” 151; Ferns, “Future Conditional,” 259).  
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development, is shaken by the intervention of the Beggarman. Some force outside of the 

hermetically sealed world established on Anarres, an imitation of the poor Urrasti who arrives 

with nothing and demands everything, is needed to bring the society back to permanent 

revolution, the stripping away of the accrued pathologies of seven generations of settlers 

staked on a reconnection with the extreme want and greedy desires that define life for the 

working class on Urras. On the other hand, the emergence of the Beggarman undercuts the 

economic claim of state capitalism on the anarchist moon. The working class of A-Io is 

retooled by their contact with Shevek’s empty hands, the Beggarman’s arrival accentuating 

consciousness of the inequalities on Urras and distilling its hopes for a new world. As such, 

solidarity between the working class of Urras and the anarcho-communists of Anarres is 

established, raising the possibility of new geopolitical and economic arrangements that allow 

for equality and freedom on both sides of the interstellar divide. In the mimetic movement 

embodied in the Beggarman, a utopian horizon opens – defined by the actuality of emptiness 

and the demand for everything – that cannot be said to originate in either society but forces a 

transformation of both.  

Mutual exhaustion: Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi  

Buchi Emecheta, unlike Le Guin, is not primarily known as a writer of science fiction. 

Emecheta’s early novels In the Ditch (1972) and Second-Class Citizen (1974), which were 

closely based on her experience in the 1960s and 1970s, follow a Nigerian migrant and single 

mother in London navigating the racism and sexism of the post-war welfare state, while 

many of her later texts – including The Bride Price (1976), The Joys of Motherhood (1979), 

and Destination Biafra (1982) – focus on West African societies, often highlighting the 

precarious yet powerful position of women caught between the interlocking patriarchies of 

the colonised and coloniser. However, within Emecheta’s corpus, there is one text that takes a 

decisively science fictional and utopian form: The Rape of Shavi (1983). While this text has 

received some attention from scholars interested in postcolonial and African images of 

utopia, it is largely missing from accounts of post-war utopian fiction.44 This is a shame, not 

least because it shares some key affinities with The Dispossessed, that canonical example of 

the revival of the utopian form that began in the 1970s. Like Le Guin’s utopia, The Rape of 

Shavi is centred on the confrontation between a utopian world, the eponymous Shavi, a 

society located in the heart of the Sahara Desert that is untouched by the forces of 

 
44 See MacDonald, Alter-Africas, 44-91; Pordzik, The Quest for Postcolonial Utopia, 100-103. 
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colonialism, and its non-utopian other, a group of European refugees who stumble across 

Shavi after escaping a nuclear war that has erupted between the United States and the Soviet 

Union. Both The Dispossessed and The Rape of Shavi are utopias of the contact zone, 

focusing on the ambiguities of a meeting between two societies that have previously been 

isolated from one another.45  

The science fictional form of The Rape of Shavi shapes the way in which the encounter 

between the Europeans and the Africans is imagined. In the image of the meeting of refugees 

from a devastated Europe and a community of Africans that has escaped colonialism, there is 

an uncanny coming together of past and future. The arrival of the Europeans in Africa is not 

an event confined to the past, but something of the present and future as well. Shavi, the 

African kingdom at the centre of the narrative, is located in a desert oasis deep in the Sahara 

and thus protected from the corruptions of the wider world. The Rape of Shavi imagines an 

African society as it might have been before its encounter with the exploitative and violent 

practices of colonialism. This first speculative move of imagining a society that has survived 

from the past is accompanied by a second: a Europe of the near future that has been destroyed 

by nuclear war. The detonation of the bomb, as the crew of the plane (which has the 

suggestively biblical name of the Newark) that arrives in Shavi recognise, ‘meant destruction 

for all the people of their own world’.46 

The precolonial world of Shavi, like Le Guin’s Anarres (and other critical utopias of the late 

twentieth century), does not ‘have everything in perfection’ (76).47 Shavi struggles to 

reproduce itself, periodic droughts resulting in the deaths of many members of the society. 

Furthermore, the patriarchal structures of Shavi are evident in the simmering conflict between 

King Patayon and Queen Mother Shoshivi. Nevertheless, there is one unambiguously utopian 

quality to the Shavians: their capacity for hospitality. The initial encounter between the 

Shavians and the Newark crew is of particular importance here. The Newark plane, which 

Patayon calls ‘a mysterious bird of fire’, crashes just outside the palace walls (9). At this 

moment, creatures begin to escape the fire engulfing the crashed object, who appear both 

human and non-human to Patayon: ‘They were doing what anyone else would have done, but 

 
45 Ian P. MacDonald also borrows Mary Louise Pratt’s notion of the contact zone to describe The 

Rape of Shavi (Alter-Africas, 48).  
46 Emecheta, The Rape of Shavi, 29 (henceforth cited in text). 
47 On Shavi as an ambivalent utopia, see Fishburn, Reading Buchi Emecheta, 153-160; Hunter, “What 

Exactly is Civilisation?” 52-53; MacDonald, Alter-Africas, 74-76; Newman, “He Neo-Tarzan, She 

Jane?” 167-169; Pordzik, The Quest for Postcolonial Utopia, 100-103.  



113 

 
 

[…] he couldn’t swear to the fact they were human’ (11). Although their cries of suffering 

gesture to their humanity, the odd clothing and the ‘frightfully strange’ colour of their skin 

means that the status of the creatures is unclear (11). The question of the humanity of the 

creatures prompts a discussion between Patayon and Asogba, his son and heir. Unlike 

Patayon, who is known as the Slow One on account of his cautious disposition, Asogba 

presses home to his father the urgency of helping the creatures, regardless of their humanity: 

‘I must go and see if they need our help. We must talk about their humanity later’ (15). 

Asogba ventures forth to meet those that have escaped from the fire and proceeds to usher 

them into the walls of the royal palace. Like any other visitors, the appropriate protocols of 

hospitality are then followed, with Patayon’s advisor urging him that the ‘proper’ course of 

action is to ‘send our visitors to our guests’ quarters’ (36).  

The Shavian act of welcoming the strange creatures, whose humanity has not yet been 

established, into the palace is significant. In the encounter between the Shavians and the 

Newark crew, the radicality of the Shavian disposition to hospitality is demonstrated. 

Derrida’s distinction between conditional and unconditional hospitality is instructive here. 

Conditional hospitality, for Derrida, is defined by its confinement within the ‘laws (plural) of 

hospitality’ and centred on defining the ‘limits, powers, rights and duties’ of hosts and 

guests.48 The laws of hospitality presuppose an inequality of power between the host and the 

guest, with the former acting as the judge over who may enter. Unconditional hospitality, by 

contrast, begins from quite different premises, demanding that the host welcomes whatever 

happens to arrive:  

Let us say yes to who or what turns up, before any determination, before any 

anticipation, before any identification, whether or not it has to do with a foreigner, an 

immigrant, an invited guest, or an unexpected visitor, whether or not the new arrival 

is the citizen of another country, a human, animal, or divine creature, a living or dead 

thing, male or female.49  

This form of hospitality rejects the limitations and controls that define conditional hospitality. 

It has no pre-defined expectations regarding who or what is an appropriate guest; the proper 

guest is simply the one who is there. The true test of hospitality, this suggests, is when hosts 

are confronted with potential guests whom they do not, and cannot, have any a priori 

 
48 Derrida, “Step of Hospitality,” 77. 
49 Ibid., 77; emphasis in original.  
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conception of. So, the Shavian decision to welcome the creatures emerging from the fire is 

significant because of the deferral of the question of their humanity. The Shavians are unable 

to categorise the crew of the Newark, it is a phenomenon that is ‘beyond them’; the visitors 

defy the established welcoming practices of Shavian society (10).  

To borrow Pheng Cheah’s words, what makes Shavian hospitality so distinctive is their 

‘radical vulnerability’.50 Relinquishing the inequality of power associated with conditional 

hospitality, the Shavians are open to their strange guests; they are willing to change 

themselves in the light of the example of the Newark crew, letting the plastic potentials of the 

encounter develop freely. The vulnerability of the Shavians is indicated from the very 

moment that the Newark crash-lands in the settlement. Patayon, finding that the resources of 

Shavian culture are unable to fully comprehend the plane or its inhabitants, declares that 

radical change is afoot: ‘This was something new, after which things would never be the 

same again’ (10). The Shavians’ willingness to transform themselves in the face of an 

interruption from the outside is closely related to their strong mimetic faculty. As in the 

encounter between the Fuegians and the British in Taussig’s account above, the Shavians 

begin to copy the actions of the Newark crew, to the point where some in the society attempt 

to become exactly like their visitors from Europe. This becomes particularly clear in the case 

of Asogba, who originally welcomed the quasi-human creatures into Shavi. The Europeans, 

during their stay in Shavi, begin to think that something might have averted complete nuclear 

disaster on their home continent. The crew, having come to this realisation, rebuild the plane, 

and eventually fly back to Europe. Asogba sneaks aboard the Newark and, having arrived in 

England, enters into negotiations to establish diamond mining operations in Shavi. 

Significantly, Asogba, when he returns to Shavi, has adopted the ways of the European 

guests; he takes the latter as a model, copying their mannerisms and speech:  

Asogba seemed faintly patronising. Even his walk was different. Why, for example, 

did he put his hands on his hips, why did he have to throw his head back when he 

emitted his new empty laugh and why did he preface every speech by making a fist of 

one of his hands, placing it before his mouth, and letting out a cough that was as 

empty as his laughter? (151) 

 
50 Cheah, “To Open,” 58. 
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The performance of the European by the Shavian finds no echo in the Newark crew; there is 

no ‘mimicry of mimicry’ or playful exchange of imitations.51 While Asogba becomes other to 

himself, the Europeans remain as they always were, refusing the invitation to begin a chain 

reaction of mutual copying.  

It is this transformed Asogba who ultimately leads Shavi to destruction. In a clear allegory of 

the trajectory of postcolonial African history, and in particular the role of the oil industry in 

Nigeria, something which Emecheta explicitly explores in her novel Destination Biafra, the 

nominally independent Shavi becomes dependent on the Europeans.52 Asogba agrees to a 

trading arrangement with a British company. The Shavians will extract diamonds for the 

Europeans in exchange for food, medicine, and other goods. Like Anarres, Shavi is 

transformed into a mining colony; extractivism undercuts utopia. Asogba’s personal imitation 

of the Newark visitors becomes the condition of Shavi as a whole. The society is integrated 

into the global capitalist economy as one node amongst many; it begins to resemble any other 

de jure independent but de facto subordinate underdeveloped nation of the post-war period. 

The tragic nature of the one-sided mimesis of the Shavians is made clear when Asogba 

successfully encourages the King’s council that there is no need to prepare for a forecasted 

drought in Shavi, a decision that eventually results in a famine that almost entirely eliminates 

the population of the kingdom. The irony is that the Shavians and Europeans swap places 

over the course of the narrative. At the beginning, the Europeans are powerless, without a 

homeland and depend on others for survival but, at the end, this is the condition of the 

Shavians.  

With this ending, Emecheta engages in a polemic against the history of science fiction. In 

particular, The Rape of Shavi parodies the conventions of the so-called “lost world” genre of 

science fiction, the most famous example of which is H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s 

Mines (1885). “Lost world” stories generally feature a group of European adventurers who, 

exploring unknown and uncharted regions of the globe, stumble across secretive societies that 

have developed in isolation from the rest of the world. While this genre can take an explicitly 

utopian form, as in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s vision of a nation comprised entirely of 

 
51 Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity, 81.  
52 On extractivism in Destination Biafra, see Comfort, “Resource Wars,” 25-36. Jennifer Wenzel also 

explores the place of oil in Nigerian literature (“Petro-magic-realism”). More generally on the 

increasing interest in extractive industries in literary criticism, see Amatya and Dawson, “Literature in 

an Age of Extraction”; Henry, “Extractive Fictions”; Parks, “The Poetics of Extractivism.” 
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women in Herland (1915), it very often reproduces colonial modes of domination, in which 

the supposedly advanced explorers confront an allegedly primitive society, which they 

proceed to outwit and exploit.53 So, in Haggard’s tale, the explorers succeed in escaping a 

secretive African kingdom, full of “savage” social mores and “backwards” rituals, with a 

cache of diamonds. This pattern is mirrored in The Rape of Shavi, where Haggard’s adventure 

tale is explicitly invoked by the Europeans, the stones that they discover lying around Shavi 

compared to ‘another King Solomon’s mines’ (74). Yet, unlike the “lost world” stories that 

preceded Emecheta, the narrative dwells in Shavi after the explorers have left. The Rape of 

Shavi foregrounds the destructive consequences of the colonial intervention into the 

previously isolated society, tracing how the process of discovery does not only result in the 

enrichment of the European visitors but also the impoverishment of the non-European world.  

There is no figure akin to Le Guin’s Beggarman in The Rape of Shavi; the relationship 

between the Europeans and the Shavians allows no space for the kind of mimetic play that 

mediates between Anarres and Urras in The Dispossessed. The good, productive form of 

mimesis that is embodied in the utopic figure of the Beggarman is non-existent in the 

interactions between the Newark crew and the Shavians. The only mimesis available in 

Emecheta’s text is that described by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in their caustic 

critique of modernity: ‘The reason that represses mimesis is not merely its opposite. It is itself 

mimesis: of death. The subjective mind which disintegrates the spiritualization of nature 

masters spiritless nature only by imitating rigidity.’54 The social order represented by the 

European refugees is already dead. The development of the nuclear bomb is a sign of the 

exhaustion of Western society; the fact that its ‘cleverest men’ are ‘going to blow up all their 

people’ suggests that there is something fundamentally corrupt about Europe (178). When the 

Shavians copy the model of the Europeans, the destructive drive associated with the nuclear 

bomb is embedded in their own world, their failure to prepare for the oncoming drought 

resulting in the end of their society.  

There is an affinity between Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi and that outstanding text of the 

post-war anti-colonial movement: Aimé Césaire’s Discours sur le colonialisme [Discourse on 

Colonialism] (1950). For Césaire, the history of colonialism extinguishes the conditions of 

possibility for mutual mimesis: ‘No human contact, but relations of domination and 

 
53 See Rieder, Colonialism, 34-60.  
54 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 44-45.  
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submission which turn the colonizing man into a classroom monitor, an army sergeant, a 

prison guard, a slave driver, and the indigenous man into an instrument of production.’55 The 

lack of human contact, that all relations between coloniser and colonised are reduced to 

power and domination, results in the degradation of both; there can be no reconciliation or 

mediation between the two, but only violence and exploitation.56 This, as Emecheta’s The 

Rape of Shavi demonstrates, is clearest in terms of the experience of the colonised, for whom 

the arrival of the Europeans creates an irreparable caesura, from which there is no return. In 

Césaire’s words: ‘I am talking about societies drained of their essence, cultures trampled 

underfoot, institutions undermined, lands confiscated, religions smashed, magnificent artistic 

creations destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped out.’57 The aftermath of colonialism is 

a wasteland. The process of draining, trampling, and smashing leaves a sense of emptiness; 

where there were once fecund cultural resources that contained within them specific 

pathways of future development, there is now impotence and stasis. The process of ruination, 

however, cuts in both directions; possibilities for the future are quashed for colonised and 

coloniser. If, in The Rape of Shavi, it is the nuclear bomb that represents the exhaustion of 

societies in the metropole, in Césaire’s account, it is Nazism.58 The European world that 

engaged in colonialism was a ‘sick civilization, a civilization which is morally diseased, 

which irresistibly […] calls for its Hitler’.59 The telos of colonialism is Nazism, or the 

complete corruption of the European world by racism, exterminism, and violence, the 

‘supreme barbarism’ of fascism points to the inner dynamic of the European colonial process: 

the ruination of the world as a whole.60 

The Rape of Shavi, with its Césairiean understanding of the consequences of colonialism for 

both the Newark crew and Shavian society, engages in a subtle critique of the refunctioning 

of mimesis in The Dispossessed. Le Guin affirms the ultimate vitality of Anarres and Urras, 

both societies have the capacity to change and develop via their interaction with one another. 

A form of mimesis is presented that, in Derrida’s words, is ‘productive like productive nature, 

 
55 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 42.  
56 As John E. Drabinski argues, Césaire rejects the idea that coloniser and colonised can be reconciled, 

as on the Hegelian master-slave dialectic, and instead stresses the negative, unbridgeable relationship 

of violence between the two (“Césaire’s Apocalyptic Word”). 
57 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 43; emphasis in original.  
58 The sense that the bomb is the apotheosis of the destructiveness of white society was shared by 

many Black Atlantic writers in the Cold War moment (Williams, Race, Ethnicity and Nuclear War, 

147-179).  
59 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 39. 
60 Ibid., 36. 
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that it reproduces the production and not the product of nature’, the movement between 

Anarres and Urras affirming the dynamic, rather than static, character of each society.61 For 

Emecheta, however, Le Guin’s faith in the possibility of creative mimesis fails to fully 

account for the necropolitics of colonialism, which cultivates death in both Europe and 

Africa.62 If Shevek acts just in time to save the steadily declining society of Anarres – its 

original utopian quality being undercut by its simultaneous status as coloniser and colonised 

– then The Rape of Shavi affirms that it is too late. To return again to Césaire’s Discours sur 

le colonialisme, there is a bad form of utopianism at play in The Dispossessed insofar that it 

presupposes conditions of possibility for a mimetic interchange that no longer exist: ‘For us, 

the problem is not to make a utopian and sterile attempt to repeat the past, but to go beyond. 

It is not a dead society that we want to revive. We leave that to those who go in for 

exoticism.’63 Like Du Bois’s “The Comet”, the apocalypse has already happened, the event of 

the colonial encounter produces a ‘dislocation of the continuum’, the arrival of the Europeans 

– both in the actual course of events and the speculative one imagined by Emecheta – 

enacting a ‘shock, contraction, painful negation’ that disrupts the African society and puts it 

on the path to annihilation.64 The attempt to go back behind colonialism, the imagination of a 

second encounter in which the tragedies and disasters that have occurred are written out of 

history, is inauthentic. In fact, as The Rape of Shavi emphasises, such a second encounter 

risks reproducing the corrupt contours of contemporary colonial relationships, confirming 

rather than contesting the mutual exhaustion of both coloniser and colonised.  

Emecheta’s Césairiean pessimism does little to refunction colonial mimesis for utopian ends. 

The Rape of Shavi, instead, highlights that the assumption of vitality is deficient; mimesis 

will not foster novelty and instead repeat the catastrophes of the past. Yet, the conclusion of 

Emecheta’s tale of the fall of the Shavian utopia is an open one; there is hope amidst the 

catastrophes that have been visited on the society, the text ending on a ‘cautiously optimistic’ 

note.65 Viyon, Asogba’s brother, recalls the words of Shoshivi in the face of the drought that 

almost destroyed the society: ‘She said that Shavi is the Mother of us all. She has been raped 

once, and we must never allow her to be raped again’ (178). Emecheta’s invocation of the 

 
61 Derrida, “Economimesis,” 10; emphasis in original.  
62 For the classic statement on necropolitics, see Mbembe, Necropolitics. On the place of necropolitics 

in African science fiction, see Death, “Africanfuturist Socio-Climatic Imaginaries.” 
63 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 51-52. 
64 Glissant, Caribbean Discourse, 62.  
65 Barthelemy, “Western Time, African Lives,” 573.  
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never again demand, that the devastation visited on Shavi should not be allowed to be 

repeated, brings to the fore the element that is missing from The Dispossessed: an account of 

the social catastrophes of modernity. The desire for the new and the different, in The Rape of 

Shavi, is stalled by the ruinous contours of colonialism, but Emecheta indicates, even as she 

does not spell out, that there might be a way of renewing the future in the face of catastrophe. 

Rather than the refunctioning of mimesis, it is the never again demand that is posited as a 

fragile utopian horizon, the non-repetition of events from the past pointing to a better future. 

It is this concatenation of never again, repetition, and utopia that the texts focused on in the 

next chapter take hold of, thinking about how to posit a temporal break in a world defined by 

common exhaustion.  
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Chapter 5 

Never again: From catastrophe to utopia (and back again)  

Emecheta’s invocation of the never again demand at the end of The Rape of Shavi is 

indicative of the relationship between utopia and catastrophe in the post-war period. As my 

discussion of H. G. Wells’s In the Days of the Comet and W. E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” in 

Chapter 3 highlights, apocalyptic narratives have long been a constitutive element of the 

temporal utopia. The notion that mass destructive events will inaugurate a new order – 

devastation giving way to utopia – is a fecund means of articulating the movement from the 

present to the future. However, as was already evident in “The Comet”, the value of the 

apocalyptic frame is not certain, the eponymous extra-terrestrial object only briefly disrupting 

the congealed contours of race and class in America and failing to bring about a break in the 

historical continuum. Emecheta pushes Du Bois’s sceptical attitude one step further, 

gesturing towards how the failure of the apocalypse – the fact that the end of everything has 

not ushered in a world of fulfilment – can be retooled to rescue a hopeful horizon. In 

particular, the memory of catastrophe in The Rape of Shavi holds a liberatory potential. Viyon 

and Asogba adopt a position of retrospection, looking back on the events of the text – and, 

implicitly, the entire history of the European colonial project in sub-Saharan Africa – to 

excavate the possibility of utopian otherness. If Shavi is never again allowed to experience 

violence and exploitation, then there is a chance of renewal; a return, if not to a pre-colonial 

mode of existence, then at least to a new articulation of freedom and independence.1 Or, as 

Césaire suggests, the non-repetition of colonialism is concatenated with a leap into the 

unknown: ‘It is a new society that we must create.’2 

The surfacing of the drive to memory in The Rape of Shavi is symptomatic of the shifting 

contours of time consciousness in the late twentieth century. The never again demand, while 

invoked in the context of colonialism by Emecheta, is most closely associated with the 

Holocaust, implying an ethical duty to remember the horrors of the Nazi genocide of the 

 
1 Phillip E. Wegner’s comment on Karen Lord’s The Best of all Possible Worlds (2013), which also 

features a destructive event that decimates a people, is relevant here: ‘Throughout, the novel will 

underscore the fact that such a rebuilding will not involve anything like a return but rather the utopian 

project of constructing the utterly new’ (Invoking Hope, 193). Emecheta, likewise, suggests that 

utopia can only be redeemed by abandoning the desire to recuperate the original Shavi. 
2 Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 52. 
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European Jews.3 The memory of the Holocaust is inescapable; the events of the 1940s 

represent an unsurpassable horizon. As Emmanuel Levinas stresses, ‘the cries of Auschwitz’ 

will ‘echo until the end of time’, each new generation that follows required to respond to the 

event.4 The openness of past catastrophes, the fact that they continue to have a hold on the 

present, is not something confined to the Holocaust; a range of traumatic events of recent 

centuries retain a hauntological power to disturb the contemporary world.5 The boom in 

questions of memory since the 1980s, and in particular the repetition compulsion impelled by 

collective traumas, has brought the catastrophes of the past into the present; they are 

something that we exist alongside, a ‘past that is not past’ that demands attention and 

engagement.6 All of this, as Geoffrey Hartman comments of the Holocaust, means that the 

‘call for closure, though understandable as an expression of hope (that a deep wound is 

finally healing), remains premature’.7 

The implicit opposition between hope and memory suggested by Hartman, that the former 

grows as the latter declines, poses a problem for utopia. As Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund 

Freud, and Jorge Luis Borges all knew well, the weight of the past is potentially 

incapacitating; freedom in the present is conditional on a process of forgetting.8 It is only 

once the pain of history is laid to bed that psychic energy can be reinvested in reshaping and 

reforming the future. There is a tension between memory and utopia; there is a finite amount 

of temporal energy, and we can choose to direct it either to the past or future. However, the 

friction between the weight of the past and the pull of the future has a historical specificity. It 

is no accident that the rise in concern for memory in the 1980s coincided with a downturn in 

liberatory hopes, the infinite return to catastrophe substituting for futural desire. Charles 

Maier, writing in the early 1990s, was one of the first scholars to sound the alarm about the 

deleterious consequences of the memory boom: ‘[…] the surfeit of memory is a sign not of 

historical confidence but of a retreat from transformative politics. It testifies to the loss of a 

 
3 For a classic statement on the duty to remember, see Nora, “Between Memory and History.”  
4 Levinas, Difficult Freedom, 131. Hence the focus on questions of what Marianne Hirsch calls 

postmemory in recent decades, or how non-witnesses of the event of the Holocaust have processed the 

genocide. See Fine, “Transmission of Memory”; Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory; Raczymow, 

“Memory Shot Through With Holes.” 
5 Jacques Derrida’s Spectres de Marx [Spectres of Marx] (1993) is a reference point for many studies 

that concatenate catastrophe and haunting, whether that be in the case of the Holocaust (Schwab, 

Haunting Legacies), slavery (Gordon, Ghostly Matters), or the AIDs crisis (Chambers, Untimely 

Interventions). 
6 Lyotard, Heidegger and “the jews”, 11.  
7 Hartman, The Longest Shadow, 2. See also Friedländer, “Trauma, Memory, and Transference,” 261.  
8 Borges, “Funes, His Memory”; Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia”; Nietzsche, “On the Uses.” 
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future orientation […].’9 The concern that the past is smothering the future – whether 

expressed in terms of Wendy Brown’s wounded attachments, Alain Badiou’s critique of the 

subsumption of the emancipatory logic of politics to the ethics of disaster, or David Rieff’s 

untimely praise of forgetting, amongst many others – indicates a subterranean discontent with 

memory; if a radically new future is desired, some form of letting go is needed.10 

These accounts imply a form of what Michael Rothberg has called ‘competitive memory’, 

involving the ‘zero-sum struggle over scarce resources’.11 Temporal energies are understood 

to be finite, such that any attention paid to the past necessitates a movement away from the 

future, and vice versa. John Torpey’s remark, which I also quoted in the introduction, 

encapsulates this: ‘When the future collapses, the past rushes in.’12 The zero-sum relationship 

between past and future, the pitting of memory and hope against one another, results in two 

equally unsavoury positions. If the past is privileged over the future, then the task of 

liberatory dreaming is undercut in the name of devoting temporal energy to the mnemonic 

replaying of past traumas while, if the future is privileged over the past, then a premature 

closure of historic catastrophes is declared in the name of investing temporal energy in 

reshaping horizons of expectation. What if, however, temporal energies are not finite, such 

that past and future are mutually constitutive, concern for one bolstering the other? Or, as 

Andreas Huyssen stresses, the task is to creatively combine memory and hope in new 

formations of desire:  

It just will not do to replace the twentieth century’s obsessions with the future with 

our newly found obsessions with the past. We need both past and future to articulate 

our political, social, and cultural dissatisfactions with the present state of the world.13  

The inescapability of past catastrophes and the necessity of future liberation become the 

temporal watchwords of the contemporary moment.  

This attempt to bring together past catastrophe and future utopia is not without dangers. 

There are bad forms of reconciliation, pathological modes of exchange between hope and 

memory. One of the key concerns here is regarding the imposition of a redemptive narrative 

 
9 Maier, “A Surfeit of Memory?” 150.  
10 Badiou, Ethics; Brown, States of Injury; Rieff, In Praise of Forgetting. See also Augé, Oblivion; 

Conan and Rousso, Vichy, 1-15; Huyssen, “Resistance to Memory”; Roth, Memory, Trauma, and 

History, 87-103; Torpey, “The Pursuit of the Past”; Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia, 54-83.  
11 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory, 3.  
12 Torpey, “The Pursuit of the Past,” 242.  
13 Huyssen, Present Pasts, 6. 
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on the catastrophes of the past. On this understanding, much as in the apocalyptic narratives 

discussed in Chapter 3, particularly Wells’s In the Days of the Comet, disaster is a 

prerequisite for the realisation of utopia. A redemptive understanding of history also sneaks 

into consciousness of the catastrophes of modernity. Consider the literal meaning of the term 

Holocaust, a “burnt offering”, which imparts a sacrificial logic to the death of the Jews, a 

moment of positivity evacuated from the genocide.14 Such a response is, however, 

unconvincing in the context of twentieth-century catastrophe. As Levinas argues, what is 

distinctive about suffering in the modern world is its manifestly useless, entirely negative 

character: ‘The disproportion between suffering and every theodicy was shown at Auschwitz 

with glaring, obvious clarity.’15 To collapse catastrophes into an overarching story of 

betterment, lingering on the positive consequences that accrue from them and leaving the 

figure of useless suffering to one side, borders on the obscene.  

Utopian fiction is positioned at the heart of the exchange between past and future. The classic 

temporal utopias of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were, for the most part, defined 

by a dismissive attitude to memory. The hostility to historical knowledge in Mercier’s L’An 

2440, the sense that remembering the sufferings of the pre-utopian period imports old 

corruptions into the new order, highlights the amnesia of the utopian form, something 

reinforced by Morris’s News from Nowhere, where the success of the utopia is measured by 

its ability to repress the past. All of this speaks to a general tendency towards timelessness in 

utopian fiction, something captured by Raymond Trousson in the following terms:  

Utopia is, in a definitive present that ignores the past and even the future, since, being 

perfect, it will not change. Built in the name of absolute progress, the realized utopia 

denies any possibility of further progress: it is resolutely fixed, definitive, ‘sheltered 

from time’ […].16 

The amnesia that pervades the literary utopias of the golden age of modern time 

consciousness is anachronistic. After the boom in memory, the utopian futures imagined by 

Mercier and Morris, with their failure to attend to the catastrophes of the past, participate in a 

suspicious form of forgetting. A zero-sum game is posited: the past, once it enters utopia, 

risks distorting it, the liberated future dependent on the suppression of memory.  

 
14 Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, 28-31; Bettelheim, “The Holocaust.”  
15 Levinas, “Useless Suffering,” 162. See also Friedländer, “Afterword,” 355. 
16 Trousson, Voyages aux pays, 21; emphasis in original.  
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However, as we know from the previous chapter, something changes in the utopian form in 

the post-war period. Recall, one of the defining elements of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed is its 

temporal openness, imagining utopian order not as static but dynamic, a quality shared with 

other key texts of the revival of utopian fiction in the 1970s like Marge Piercy’s Woman on 

the Edge of Time (1976) and Samuel Delany’s Triton (1976). Now, concepts such as Tom 

Moylan’s critical utopia and Bülent Somay’s open-ended utopia emphasise that the societies 

imagined have a future.17 That is, the power of these texts resides in the fact that the utopias 

are still in motion; further changes are afoot in the worlds posited. However, the temporal 

openness of these utopias cuts in both directions; these are utopias with both a future and a 

past. This is clear in the case of Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, where Shevek’s trip from 

Anarres to Urras is partly figured as a movement back in time; he comes face-to-face with the 

suffering that compelled the escape to the moon centuries before. Similarly, in Woman on the 

Edge of Time, the protagonist Connie carries an attachment to her past, a refusal to work 

through the various losses that have structured her experience in 1970s New York, into the 

utopian future, such that the act of looking backwards becomes, via the conceit of time travel, 

a precondition for imagining a better world.18 

In these texts, the amnesia of the literary utopias of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is 

rejected. However, something is retained from these older utopias: the desire for a temporal 

break. Utopia, by its very nature, cannot abandon the novum, the impulse to leap forward into 

an alternative social order, the visions of otherness published in recent decades defying ‘the 

slow cancellation of the future’ that has accompanied the boom in memory consciousness.19 

The two texts examined here, Marge Piercy’s He, She and It (1991) and Nalo Hopkinson’s 

Midnight Robber (2000), engage in the work of bringing past and future together, imagining 

the memory institutions and practices adequate to a utopian society, and attempting to 

reconcile the twin demands of trauma and liberation. If mnemic themes appear in flashes in 

The Dispossessed and Woman on the Edge of Time, they are put centre stage in He, She and It 

and Midnight Robber. Piercy and Hopkinson, in these texts, give a thoroughgoing account of 

 
17 Moylan, Demand the Impossible; Somay, “Towards an Open-Ended Utopia.” 
18 Carter F. Hanson offers a sustained analysis of memory and utopia in The Dispossessed and Woman 

on the Edge of Time (Memory and Utopian Agency, 70-102). However, despite drawing out latent 

mnemonic themes in the critical utopias of the 1970s, Hanson does not focus on the relationship 

between the memory of catastrophe and literary utopianising, something that is particularly significant 

in the two texts discussed in this chapter. For a good account of the temporality of Woman on the 

Edge of Time, see McBean, Feminism’s Queer Temporalities, 49-71. 
19 Fisher, Ghosts of My Life, 6.  
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the positive value of memory for utopia; the return to the sufferings and the disasters of the 

non-utopian world is posited as a constitutive dimension of the new society. Both He, She 

and It and Midnight Robber concur with Fred D’Aguiar’s claim, in the context of 

representations of the Atlantic slave trade, that ‘amnesia […] is the end of hope’, the 

imagination of new social worlds dependent on the articulation of alternative formations of 

historical consciousness.20 If trauma is defined by ‘the prison house of repetition 

compulsion’, an infinite and unfinished return to historical wounds, then the task of Piercy 

and Hopkinson is to refunction repetition, imagining how the eternal echoes of the 

catastrophes of the past can be integrated into a new order.21 In the aftermath of modern time 

consciousness, repetition and novelty cease to be antagonists, the mnemonic return of 

disasters becoming a linchpin of utopian desire.  

A botched redemption: Piercy’s He, She and It  

Berel Lang, reflecting on the representation of the Holocaust, poses the following question: 

‘On the traditional aesthetic requirement of an internal relation between form and content, is 

it not plausible to contend that the Holocaust, as subject or content, may be more responsive 

to certain forms, or genres, of expression than to others, and perhaps to some not at all?’22 

This concern – in certain respects, a reformulation of Theodor Adorno’s notorious suggestion 

that it is barbaric to write poetry after Auschwitz and Elie Wiesel’s equally famous claim that 

a novel about Treblinka is not a novel – is particularly pressing in relation to the literary 

utopia.23 While writers have taken up many genres and brought them to bear on the horrors of 

the genocidal events of the 1940s, utopia is a limit case. The techniques standardly used by 

writers to address Auschwitz, like the blurring of genres and ironic invocation of old 

conventions, reach a stumbling block when faced with a form that demands a good place, an 

image of a social order that is more perfect than our own.24 A literary utopia that confronts 

Auschwitz appears, at best, absurd and, at worst, nauseating; the Holocaust seems to stand 

beyond the purview of the imaginary reconstitution of society.25 

 
20 D’Aguiar, “The Last Essay,” 143.  
21 Schwab, Haunting Legacies, 2. For a classic account of the concatenation of Freud, trauma, and 

repetition, see Caruth, Unclaimed Experience. 
22 Lang, Holocaust Representation, 30. 
23 Adorno, Prisms, 34; Wiesel, “The Holocaust,” 7.  
24 On Holocaust fiction, see Ezrahi, By Words Alone; Rosenfeld, A Double Dying; Vice, Holocaust 

Fiction; Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust.  
25 I borrow the term imaginary reconstitution of society from Levitas, Utopia as Method.  
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However, this conclusion is too hasty. It should be stressed that science fiction more 

generally has offered a means of representing Auschwitz.26 The alternate history subgenre, 

which I discuss further in the next chapter, has proved particularly productive, with texts such 

as Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), Philip Roth’s The Plot Against 

America (2004), and Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007) addressing 

the Holocaust. As Richard Middleton-Kaplan comments of the shadowy presence of the 

Holocaust in Stanisław Lem’s novels, science fiction is a ‘refracting strategy’, evoking the 

horrors of the camps but not looking directly at them.27 The spatial and temporal 

estrangements effected by science fiction allow for ‘invocation’ and ‘indirection’, oblique 

references to ‘an existing bank of ideas, images and sentiments (‘Auschwitz’)’, rather than 

detailed descriptions of the camps.28 The strategy of science fiction is, in a more restricted 

way, also that of the literary utopia; the latter takes hold of actually existing society through 

games of inversion, reversing prevailing social relations – including the catastrophes they 

produce – via an image of a liberated world. The question for the literary utopia is not 

whether it can address the Holocaust but how an event defined by absolute negativity can be 

inverted, without falling into the dangerous patterns of redemption and bad modes of amnesia 

discussed above. Utopia must become as radical as the catastrophe it opposes. As Lang 

comments of Holocaust representation, the task is to turn ‘an oppositional impulse into its 

own strength’, reforming utopia in the face of the resistance of Auschwitz to prior modes of 

utopianising.29  

Piercy’s He, She and It takes up the difficult task of combining Holocaust representation and 

the literary utopia. Piercy, a Jewish American writer, is best known for Woman on the Edge 

of Time, one of the classics of the 1970s revival of the utopian form. Questions of the 

Holocaust and Judaism are latent in Woman in the Edge of Time, the narrative largely 

focusing on the struggles and hopes of Connie, a migrant to New York from Mexico who is 

transported into a liberated world of the future. By contrast, these concerns are put centre 

stage in Piercy’s later science fiction text He, She and It, which focuses on a Jewish town in a 

near-future United States dominated by corporations and ravaged by nuclear devastation. The 

primary narrator Shira, after a divorce in which she loses her child to her former husband, 

 
26 See Morgan, Imagining the Unimaginable; Rosenfeld, The World Hitler Never Made; Crim, Planet 

Auschwitz.  
27 Middleton-Kaplan, “Refractions of Holocaust Memory,” 287 
28 Clendinnen, Reading the Holocaust, 165.  
29 Lang, Holocaust Representation, 10.  
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leaves a wealthy corporate enclave to return to her hometown of Tikva, the word for hope in 

Hebrew. The social relations of Tikva differ fundamentally from the hierarchical and 

exploitative arrangements of the ruling multinationals: ‘[…] the foundation of Tikva was 

libertarian socialism with a strong admixture of anarcho-feminism, reconstructionist Judaism 

[…] and greeners.’30 However, Tikva’s exceptionality, in both ethnic and socio-political 

terms, its Jewishness and its anarcho-communism, makes its position precarious. Its remote 

geographical location and ability to supply specialist services to the ruling corporations allow 

it to maintain a modicum of autonomy. However, the town remains vulnerable; its 

independence is conditional on the whims of corporations and threatened by the anarchy of 

the Glop, a huge crime-riven area of poverty where the working class of the near-future 

United States reside. To protect the town, a cyborg called Yod, the tenth letter of the Hebrew 

alphabet, is built. Avram, one of his creators, reports that Yod is to act as Tikva’s ‘one-man 

army’; the cyborg is ‘our security, our protector’, forestalling the forces beyond the town that 

threaten its freedom (90). 

Shira’s tale of the struggles of the ‘pocket utopia’ of Tikva is punctuated by a retelling of the 

Jewish legend of the golem, which is narrated by Shira’s grandmother Malkah.31 The golem 

legend, rooted in Jewish mysticism and retold countless times, concerns a creature that is 

made from clay by the rabbi Judah Loew to defend the Jews of Prague in the seventeenth 

century.32 Malkah’s version of the story, which she tells to Yod to alleviate his concern that 

he has no place within the Jewish tradition, follows a familiar pattern.33 A rabbi, known as 

the Maharal, decides to create the golem, called Joseph, to protect the residents of the Jewish 

ghetto in Prague during the Counter-Reformation, when the Church was ‘militant and 

enraged at the stubbornness of the Jews’ (32). The golem, like Yod, becomes a ‘one-man 

army’ for the Jewish population, successfully coordinating the defence of the ghetto from 

anti-Semitic attacks on Easter Sunday and preventing the loss of Jewish life (35). Yet, Joseph 

risks unleashing an uncontrollable violence that will boomerang back on the ghetto itself. 

 
30 Piercy, He, She and It, 524-525 (henceforth cited in text).  
31 Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky, 254.  
32 On the history of the golem legend, see Goldsmith, The Golem Remembered; Idel, Golem; Scholem, 

On the Kabbalah, 158-204.  
33 Some scholars have focused closely on the question of how far Piercy follows the classic contours 

of the golem legend (Anolik, “Reviving the Golem”; Covino, “Grammars of Transgression,” 355-357; 

Gurman, “The Holy and the Powerful,” 468-475; Sautter, “Erotic and Existential Paradoxes,” 255-

257). Nevertheless, none of these accounts doubt that the essential elements of the golem legend are 

present in He, She and It. 
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With the time of danger ending – the Jews of Prague, having seen off the mob, are allowed to 

breathe a sigh of relief – the great power inherent in the golem is directionless, escaping its 

original purpose and threatening everything in its path. To prevent this, Joseph is eventually 

returned to the clay from which he was formed. 

He, She and It does not neatly slip into any particular genre.34 Dystopia, cyberpunk, and 

historical fantasy vie alongside utopia in the text; the hopefulness of Tikva is accompanied by 

the overweening power of the corporations beyond, cyborg imaginaries, and legendary tales 

of the early modern period.35 The coming together of these different conventions, like the 

‘blurring of traditional genres’ in Holocaust representation more generally, combines ‘certain 

of their elements that otherwise had been held apart’.36 Of particular importance here is the 

bridging role of Joseph the golem and Yod the cyborg. Piercy’s collision of historical fantasy 

and cyberpunk indicates a commonality in the history of Jewish suffering and resistance. The 

two artificial creations, despite their radically different contexts, are both responses to anti-

Semitism. As Malkah comments to Yod, the golem legend binds together past and future, 

creating a ‘sense of continuity’ and demonstrating that even a cyborg creation is ‘embedded 

in history’ (347). Piercy, in bringing together cyberpunk, historical fantasy, and utopia, 

weaves the negative history of anti-Semitism into Jewish dreams of a new world; the former 

is the force that impels the foundation of Tikva. 

Tikva is thus grounded in the history of anti-Semitism, the image of the golem and cyborg 

evoking the struggle for Jewish survival across the centuries. The Holocaust is an oblique but 

persistent reference throughout He, She and It.37 When Piercy declares that the ‘mob’ that 

attacks the ghetto in Prague was ‘better organized than that word might suggest’, it 

immediately evokes the combination of instrumental rationality and the impulse to 

destructiveness of the Nazi exterminist project (442). This point becomes clear in one of the 

few explicit references to the Holocaust: ‘There are surely times, when the Jews of Prague 

were being packed off to die of slow poison under the gas nozzles or even more slowly of 

 
34 Baccolini, “Gender and Genre,” 18; Booker, “Woman on the Edge,” 347.  
35 Different readings draw out different generic affinities of He, She and It, some emphasising its 

position in the tradition of utopian and dystopian writings (Baccolini, “Gender and Genre,” 17-18; 

Booker, “Woman on the Edge”; Kuryllo, “Cyborgs”; Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky, 247-272) 

and others focusing on its relationship with cyberpunk texts (Calvert, “Cyborg Utopia”; Deery, 

“Ectopic and Utopic Reproduction,” 44-46; Fitting, “Beyond the Wasteland,” 5-9; Hicks, “Striking 

Cyborgs,” 91-100).  
36 Lang, Holocaust Representation, 10.  
37 See Fitting, “Beyond the Wasteland,” 10; Neverow, “The Politics of Incorporation,” 29.  
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being worked to death for the German corporations […] we could have used Joseph’ (521). 

Furthermore, the return of anti-Semitic violence in the early twenty-first century is the spur 

for the development of a new social order predicated on freedom, equality, and peace. On 

Piercy’s speculative account, the Two Week War of 2017 ends with a nuclear explosion that 

annihilates the population of the Middle East, wiping ‘Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq 

and a good hunk of Saudi Arabia’ off the map (242).38 In the chaos that follows, the 

remaining Jewish population, those who have survived the destruction of Israel, is blamed 

‘for the disasters that put an end to oil dependence in a maelstrom of economic chaos’ (4). 

Tikva is rooted in the troubled times that followed the Two Week War. Gadi, a childhood 

friend of Shira who is making a film about the foundation of Tikva, puts this point as follows: 

“The Council has me making ‘The Founding of Tikva’ to educate the kiddies. […] You 

know, Jew-hunting mobs, burning houses, montages of news shows, all that nasty stuff that 

followed the Two Week War. Or why we needed Tikva, in two easy lessons’ (498). The 

necessity of Yod, the defender of the community against hostile forces beyond, suggests that 

the emergence of Tikva has not fundamentally altered the condition of the Jews; they are still 

vulnerable, there are new forms of attack on the horizon. As Cynthia Ozick puts it in The 

Puttermesser Papers (1997), which also draws on the golem legend, there is ‘no end to the 

conditions of golem-making’, the ‘pullulating procession of golem-history’ contingent on the 

cyclical revival of anti-Semitic violence.39  

For Piercy, the Holocaust is a moment in an overarching movement of Jewish suffering and 

resistance that begins in the early days of modernity in the seventeenth century, takes in the 

mechanised slaughter of the twentieth century, and culminates in a near-future world of 

nuclear Armageddon and cyborg beings. To borrow Gillian Rose’s term, He, She and It 

evinces a suspicion of ‘Holocaust piety’, or the idea that the genocide of the Jews is 

something ‘ineffable’ that is entirely other to our everyday existence.40 Instead, Piercy draws 

out the latent fascistic tendencies in contemporary society, the ways in which the structures of 

the modern world echo the conditions that produced the Holocaust. With Adorno, He, She 

and It suggests the conditions of possibility for the Holocaust reach back to the early modern 

world and stretch forwards to the society of the future: ‘One speaks of the threat of a relapse 

 
38 He, She and It, in this way, reinforces the racialised fear that nuclear conflict in the Third World 

will result in devastation for the planet as a whole (Williams, Race, Ethnicity and Nuclear War, 224-

250). 
39 Ozick, The Puttermesser Papers, 48.  
40 Rose, Mourning Becomes the Law, 43. 



130 

 
 

into barbarism. But it is not a threat – Auschwitz was this relapse, and barbarism continues as 

long as the fundamental conditions that favored that relapse continue largely unchanged.’41 

The Holocaust is the ‘apotheosis of barbarism’; it did ‘not rupture, but continues, the 

dangerous blend of instrumentally rational means and irrational ends’ that defines 

modernity.42 Auschwitz fulfils rather than breaks with the dominant logic of the modern 

world, representing the culmination of the encounter of strict organisation and mob mentality 

that Piercy describes in seventeenth-century Prague.  

If He, She and It suggests that the logic of the Holocaust is identical with the logic of the 

modern world, then it would be a very pessimistic utopia. This concern becomes even more 

pressing given that Tikva is not immune from the disastrous tendencies that surround it. The 

ability of the town to extract itself from the continuum of catastrophes is limited; there is a 

danger that the organised mobs of modernity will return, something that becomes evident in 

the low-level cyberwarfare directed against the town by Yakamura-Stichen, a leading 

multinational company and one of the country’s de facto rulers.43 Adorno’s famous ‘new 

categorical imperative’, that humanity must ‘arrange their thoughts and actions so that 

Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar will happen’, is something that has 

not been fulfilled in Piercy’s near-future world.44 In fact, there are moments of He, She and It 

that suggest that Tikva participates in the negative logic of modernity, seeding the possibility 

of further social disasters in the future. Of particular importance here is Piercy’s subtle 

comparison between the military strategies of the imaginary town of Tikva and those of the 

actually existing state of Israel. Piercy focuses on the Israeli development of nuclear 

weapons, a fact that (though never officially declared) became public knowledge in the mid-

1980s.45 The Israeli nuclear strategy is couched in the logic of defence: the state needs the 

most advanced technologies of violence to defend itself, and its predominately Jewish 

population, from hostile forces beyond its borders. Yet, for Piercy, the nuclear strategy has 

the capacity to fold back on itself, unleashing an intensified form of destruction that would 

envelop both the Israeli state and its neighbours, something that becomes evident in the Two 

 
41 Adorno, “Education After Auschwitz,” 19; emphasis in original.  
42 Rothberg, Traumatic Realism, 35-36. See also Bernstein, Adorno, 384. 
43 As in many other cyberpunk texts, there is an orientalist undercurrent to He, She and It. Piercy’s 

vision of Japanese corporations dominating the United States reflects a widespread worry about East 

Asian economic and technological development in the 1980s and 1990s. On the place of Japan in 

American cyberpunk, see Ruh, “Japan as Cyberpunk Exoticism.” 
44 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 365.  
45 Bahgat, Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 87-108.  



131 

 
 

Week War of 2017. In the aftermath of the war, there is nothing left to defend: ‘When it was 

over, all the countries involved were wastelands, and the very ground was uninhabitable’ 

(255). Malkah, in the tale she tells to Yod, spells out the tragedy of the dialectic of defence 

and destruction in the case of Israel, stating that ‘we [have] a nation in our name as stupid and 

as violent as other nations: a lament for a lost chance, a botched redemption, a great repair of 

the world, tikkun olam, gone amiss’ (510). 

Piercy draws parallels between the Israeli nuclear bomb and Tikva’s cyborg, using the Prague 

golem as a mediating figure. Now, representations of the golem in popular culture and 

literature perform many functions, including the reclaiming of a form of Jewish resistance in 

the face of Nazism in Michael Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000) 

and acting as a vehicle for thinking through the anxieties of Holocaust survivors in Thane 

Rosenbaum’s The Golems of Gotham (2003).46 However, the golem legend has been 

repeatedly used – by figures as diverse as Norman Wiener and Geshom Scholem – to caution 

against the excesses of scientific achievements, particularly those associated with military 

technology.47 This pattern is repeated in He, She and It. The bringing of the golem to life is 

necessary to defend Prague from anti-Semitic violence but, as Joseph grows more powerful, 

he threatens to escape the control of the Maharal and ‘pull down the ghetto’ itself, destroying 

the very thing he was created to protect (515). The only way to short circuit the dialectic of 

defence and destruction is to return him to the clay from which he first emerged. This is also 

the path followed by Yod, who, after hearing Malkah’s tale of the golem, decides that his 

existence is a ‘painful contradiction’ (543), caught between protection and devastation, and 

decides to take his own life, declaring that: ‘Tikva has chosen to be peaceful. I was designed 

to be a weapon’ (473). In the world of He, She and It, the lesson of the golem legend – as 

Scholem puts it, to ‘develop peacefully and don’t destroy the world’ – was not learnt by the 

Israeli state.48 Neither Joseph, Yod, nor nuclear weapons represent the fundamental break 

from the degraded and congealed contours of the present required to secure the non-repetition 

of disaster.49  

 
46 On the different uses of the golem in contemporary literature, see Baer, The Golem Redux; Gelbin, 

The Golem Returns, 142-172; Morris, The Golem. 
47 Wiener, God & Golem; Scholem, “The Golem of Prague.” On the relationship between the golem 

and military technology, see Barzilai, Golem.  
48 Scholem, “The Golem of Prague,” 65.  
49 For a reading that emphasises the ambivalence of violence in He, She and It, see Barzilai, Golem, 

216-218. 
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He, She and It presents a dilemma: the creation of the golem is both necessary and dangerous, 

the last-ditch defence offered by the golem easily giving way to catastrophe, self-preservation 

flipping to self-destruction. This bind is articulated by Piercy with reference to the memory 

institutions of Tikva. He, She and It dwells on the entwinement of the consciousness of the 

pre-utopian past and the survival strategy of the town. Daily life in Tikva is enlivened by an 

acute awareness of the continuum of Jewish suffering; the memory of the anti-Semitic riots of 

the early modern period, the genocide of the Jews in the 1940s, and the troubles of the 2020s 

and 2030s are positioned as the impetus for the foundation of the utopian society. For Piercy, 

the particular way in which these memories are articulated fosters the limited, defensive 

survival strategy typified by the creation of the cyborg-cum-golem Yod. In particular, the 

memory of past catastrophes turns Tikva inwards; it understands its survival as coterminous 

with protecting itself from hostile outside forces. As a consequence, the people of the town 

are largely dismissive of any attempt at what Malkah calls, following a long tradition of 

Jewish theology, a tikkun olam, or the transformation and mending of the world as a whole.50 

This is evident in the contemptuous attitude taken by the people of Tikva towards the Glop, a 

‘Megalopolis that stretched south from what had been Boston to what had been Atlanta’ in 

which the vast majority of the working class live (7). The Glop ‘rotted under the poisonous 

sky’, its people simultaneously abandoned by the corporations that rule the land and 

ruthlessly exploited by them as day workers (42). For Tikva, the Glop offers nothing. It is, at 

best, ‘an unimportant place where nothing consequential happened’, and, at worst, a chaotic 

threat to the independence of the town (467). The suffering of the Glop – the fact, as Malkah 

notes, the Prague ghetto of the seventeenth century was ‘the Glop of its time’ (23), 

simultaneously despised, starved, and feared – does not provoke a sense of solidarity amongst 

the people of Tikva; despite their consciousness of the sufferings of the past, the sufferings of 

the present are repressed in the pocket utopia.51  

To borrow a notion from Sigmund Freud, Tikva cultivates a form of screen memory. This 

concept refers to a phenomenon whereby ‘the mnemic image which would have been 

justified by the original event’ is ‘associatively displaced’ by another image, the latter 

 
50 On this notion, see Fackenheim, To Mend the World, 250-262. On the place of tikkun olam in 

Holocaust literature, see Berger, Children of Job, 4-5.  
51 While Elyce Rae Helford is correct to note that there is a high degree of ‘racial and ethnic 

uniformity’ in Tikva, I disagree that Piercy presents this as entirely desirable (“The Future of Political 

Community,” 131). 
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repressing and masking the former.52 The substitution of one memory by another has a 

mollifying function, protecting the subject from the full force of a destructive event. Screen 

memory draws out the way in which the presence of certain pasts in the present can function 

to exclude and displace other threatening and troublesome events, a process that has been 

observed in a variety of contexts.53 For instance, Michelle Bratu Hansen, reflecting on the 

place of the Holocaust in American society, suggests that the genocide of the Jews ‘could be 

read as a kind of screen allegory behind/through which the nation is struggling to find a 

proper mode of memorializing traumata closer to home’, whether this be the enslavement of 

African Americans, the genocide of indigenous peoples, or recent imperialist wars.54 Similar 

dynamics are at play in Piercy’s Tikva. A blockage exists between the town’s consciousness 

of past catastrophes and its passivity in the face of the contemporary suffering experienced in 

the Glop. The tales of discrimination, poverty, and death that circulate in Tikva fail to 

translate into concern for the immanent catastrophic tendencies that continue to define 

American society, the grimness of the Glop confirming rather than disturbing its inward-

looking strategy of survival. 

However, as Freud made clear, screen memories are imprinted in a shadowy form with the 

traumatic event they attempt to hide, the substituted image both repressing and evoking the 

original: ‘There is a common saying among us about shams, that they are not made of gold 

themselves but have lain beside something that is made of gold.’55 In other words, the screen 

memory offers a pathway, however obscure, to the experience of trauma; a blockage can be 

converted to a sluice. In Tikva, the acute consciousness of the past sufferings of the Jewish 

people provides a set of tools for understanding and responding to the degradations of the 

Glop; the two are ‘in the neighbourhood’, jostling alongside one another and waiting to be 

combined.56 Malkah’s hope for a tikkun olam – the spreading of the pocket utopia to the 

world as a whole – is both anticipated and obstructed by the memory practices of Tikva.  

The ending of He, She and It draws out the repressed utopian potential of the memory of 

Jewish suffering in the town. A new character, Nili, arrives in Tikva as an emissary from a 

 
52 Freud, “Screen Memories,” 307; emphasis in original.  
53 Hansen, “Schindler’s List is Not Shoah”; Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory, 12-16; Schwab, 

Haunting Legacies, 21-32.  
54 Hansen, “Schindler’s List is Not Shoah,” 311. For a similar argument about the place of the 

Holocaust in American society, see Novick, The Holocaust in American Life. 
55 Freud, “Screen Memories,” 307.  
56 Ibid., 308.  
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small community that has established itself in the radioactive wastelands of the Middle East. 

Beyond the gaze of the rest of the world, another pocket utopia has emerged: ‘We are a joint 

community of the descendants of Israeli and Palestinian women who survived. We each keep 

our religion, observe each other’s holidays and fast days. We have no men’ (255). Nili’s 

community is predicated on the principle that the utopian new must envelop the world; a 

movement outward is needed. As ‘a spy and a scout’, Nili is in Tikva to discover the new 

possibilities that might emerge from the encounter between the women of the Middle East 

and the dystopic landscape of North America (255). The open disposition of Nili, her fidelity 

to the new, eventually bears fruit, with the people of Tikva forging alliances with anti-

corporate forces in the Glop: ‘The Glop is organizing rapidly. A general strike was called. 

[…] Finally, with their day labor force gone, the multis were forced to negotiate. Everything 

is in flux’ (542). In Rothberg’s terms, a competitive memory is converted to a 

multidirectional one, Nili forcing Tikva to refunction its own past suffering to account for the 

contemporary situation of the Glop; a process of ‘negotiation, cross-referencing, and 

borrowing’ occurs between the two groups.57  

Piercy’s He, She and It posits an affinity between multidirectional memory and the 

achievement of utopia. All the time Tikva’s future is staked on Yod, there is a perpetual 

danger of relapse, that the violence and exploitation of the wider world will overtake the 

town, either because it is destroyed by the aggressive corporate forces that rule the country or 

because, in its opposition to them, it will become like them, mimicking the drive to 

catastrophe that is hegemonic in the near-future United States. However, after the arrival of 

Nili, an alternate way of fulfilling the never again demand comes to the fore, that the botched 

redemption of Tikva can be transformed into a tikkun olam, a healing of the world for all. 

Once Tikva begins to use the memory of Jewish suffering as a springboard for transforming 

the world, it escapes the dialectic of defence and destruction. Piercy offers an image of what 

the new categorical imperative articulated by Adorno would look like. The ethical 

requirement of the never again demand risks turning pathological if it is reduced to the idea 

of self-preservation alone, that destruction can be forestalled through a strategy of defence. 

Instead, multidirectional memory impels a desire to expunge the conditions that cultivated the 

original catastrophe from the world, an impulse to break from the congealed contours of the 

 
57 Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory, 3. On the productive migrations of Holocaust memory more 

generally, see Levi, “No Sensible Comparison”; Mandel, Against the Unspeakable, 1-29; Sanyal, 

Memory and Complicity, 1-22.  
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moment and redirect historical movement along a new trajectory. The struggle to organise the 

Glop is a condition of possibility for the fulfilment of the new categorical imperative, such 

that the continued mnemonic presence of past catastrophes becomes a proliferating, 

uninhibited force that cannot rest until tikkun olam is achieved. Pain and change collide in a 

mutually constitutive embrace.  

Tubman, the human bridge: Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber  

Toni Morrison’s iconic Beloved (1987), the outstanding novel of the post-Civil Rights surge 

in neo-slave narratives in the United States, is dedicated to the ‘Sixty Million and more’ 

Africans who lost their lives during the years of the Atlantic slave trade.58 This paratext has a 

polemical undertone, Morrison subtly comparing the sixty million deaths of the enslaved 

peoples of Africa to the six million Jews murdered in the 1940s. As Walter Benn Michaels 

notes, the comparison of the two catastrophes, while risking a certain ‘competitive 

victimization’ in which sufferings are arranged according to a hierarchy of seriousness, 

intervenes in the politics of memory in the post-war United States.59 Morrison borrows some 

of the cultural power of the Holocaust in the American context, her reference to the sixty 

million signalling ‘the new appeal of the very idea of holocaust, an appeal that has nothing to 

do with a debate over numbers but everything to do with holocaust precisely as an idea’.60 

The effect of Morrison’s dedication is to assert the continuing power of the Middle Passage 

and slavery in America. Like the Holocaust, it is something that cannot yet be laid to rest, an 

open wound that requires the recognition of the community at large. Or, as Saidiya Hartman 

puts it: ‘I am the relic of an experience most preferred not to remember, as if the sheer will to 

forget could settle or decide the matter of history. I am a reminder that twelve million crossed 

the Atlantic Ocean and the past is not yet over.’61 The insistence on the revenant quality of 

the historical experience of slavery attests to its oppositional nature. The glance backwards is, 

in part, motivated by a desire to disturb the claim that abolition and emancipation removed 

the effects of slavery from the world.  

That the memory of slavery is articulated in a hostile cultural climate shapes the 

representational forms through which it is expressed. In particular, the neo-slave narrative, 

which emerged in the 1970s and 1980s in the aftermath of the failure of the hopes of the Civil 

 
58 Morrison, Beloved, i.  
59 Michaels, The Shape of the Signifier, 131.  
60 Ibid. For some similar reflections on Morrison’s epigraph, see Mandel, “I Made the Ink.” 
61 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 17-18.  
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Rights era and the ebbing of anti-colonial struggle, draws out the affinity between the 

historical form of slavery and contemporary racism.62 The neo-slave narrative reprises and 

references slave narratives of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – from Olaudah 

Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789) to Frederick 

Douglass’s A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845) – and thus demonstrates 

their continuing hold in the present. Texts as diverse as Sherley Anne Williams’s Dessa Rose 

(1986), Charles R. Johnson’s Middle Passage (1990), Fred D’Aguiar’s Feeding the Ghosts 

(1997), and Ta-Nehisi Coates’s The Water Dancer (2019) both convey the horror of slavery 

and highlight its proximity to our own world. This is most obvious in terms of the 

representational content of neo-slave narratives, which commonly focus on the violence and 

exploitation that lies at the foundation of modern society. Morrison’s Beloved, for instance, 

recasts the story of America as one of ‘greed, domination, and violation under the guise of 

individualism and the rule of law’.63  

Science fiction has proved a particularly productive means of working through the memory 

of slavery.64 The key example here is Octavia Butler’s Kindred (1979), which focuses on a 

modern African American woman who is repeatedly transported to Maryland in 1815, where 

she confronts the cruelties of life on the plantation and the precarious solidarity of enslaved 

peoples. Samuel Delany’s Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand (1984) takes the opposite 

strategy, the echoes of the past ringing through the struggle of the protagonist Rat Korga to 

escape corporate slavery on a planet doomed to apocalypse. More recently, Colson 

Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad (2016) reimagines the eponymous escape route that 

transported slaves to the North as a subterranean trainline, complete with tracks and stations, 

each new stop on the line involving a different racial dystopia drawn from the actual contours 

of American history. Each of these texts engages in a form of temporal play, simultaneously 

articulating a vision of another world and critically commenting on familiar history. 

Importantly, for our purposes, the creative coming together of past and future is also a 

property of the literary utopia. As we have seen from Piercy’s He, She and It, as well as 

Rivers Solomon’s The Deep, a utopic response to the Middle Passage discussed in the 

introduction, the memory of catastrophe acts as an impetus for the transformation of the 

 
62 On the neo-slave narrative, see Byerman, Remembering the Past; Rushdy, Neo-slave Narratives.  
63 Byerman, Remembering the Past, 3.  
64 Christol, “The African American Concept”; Commander, Afro-Atlantic Flight, 25-74; Lavender, 

Race in American Science Fiction, 54-88; Spaulding, Re-Forming the Past, 25-60; Tucker, “Beyond 
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world, a negative point of reference for the reorientation of history beyond the repetition of 

disaster. If amnesia is the enemy of hope, then the temporal consciousness of utopia must 

respond to the sufferings of the pre-utopian world.  

Of particular interest for our purposes is Nalo Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber (2000), a text 

that weaves the memory of slavery into a tale of life on a utopian planet. The work of 

Jamaican-born Canadian writer Hopkinson is infused with the culture and history of the 

Caribbean, her corpus including Brown Girl in the Ring (1998), a story focused on the 

Caribbean diaspora in a postapocalyptic Toronto, and The Salt Roads (2003), a transhistorical 

meditation on slavery and racism that takes in everything from the Mackandal rebellion in 

eighteenth-century San Domingo to Charles Baudelaire’s relationship with Haitian actress 

Jeanne Duval in nineteenth-century Paris. Midnight Robber, while echoing these concerns for 

the distinctive contours of Caribbean history, places them in a decisively utopian context. The 

text follows the travails of a young girl named Tan-Tan in her journey to adulthood on a new 

planet, called Toussaint after the great Haitian revolutionary leader, that has been colonised 

by the people of the Caribbean. From the early pages of the text, the utopian quality of 

Toussaint is made clear. For example, we learn from Antonio, the mayor of Cockpit County 

and the protagonist Tan-Tan’s father, that: ‘Back-break ain’t for people’.65 Toussaint has, by 

virtue of its advanced technology, moved beyond the scarcity and deprivation associated with 

physical labour, the linchpin of the plantation system. Through the caring agency of Granny 

Nanny, an artificial intelligence system named after famed eighteenth-century Jamaican 

maroon leader Queen Nanny that provides for all the needs of the people of the planet, all 

citizens are free to pursue their desires and interests.66 Furthermore, the traditional custom of 

carnival is retained in Toussaint, becoming a celebration of the moment when the historical 

legacies of the oppressions of slavery and colonialism were escaped from. At the time of 

carnival, Tan-Tan is gifted a ‘Jonkanoo hat […] made from rattan, woven in the torus shape 

of a nation ship’ and etched with ‘the words “Marryshow Corporation: Black Star Line II”’ 

(20). The hat, which references an eighteenth-century African king (John Canoe) who 

resisted European encroachment on the continent, anti-colonial Grenadian politician and 

labour activist T. A. Marryshow, and Marcus Garvey’s Black Star Line that was to bring the 

peoples of the African diaspora back to their countries of origin, commemorates the ‘Leaving 
 

65 Hopkinson, Midnight Robber, 8 (henceforth cited in text).  
66 As a number of critics highlight, Hopkinson’s utopia imagines a distinctly Caribbean path of 

technological development (Boyle, “Vanishing Bodies”; Enteen, “On the Receiving End”; Fehskens, 

“The Matter of Bodies”; Perillo, “The Science-Fictional Caribbean”).  
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Times’, the moment when the people of the Caribbean escaped back-breaking toil on earth to 

a new planet that is ‘free from downpression and botheration’ (18). 

For the inhabitants of Toussaint, the second passage from earth to space is positioned as a 

reversal of the first passage from Africa to the Caribbean, with the former movement 

connoting the freedom of the peoples of the Caribbean as the latter movement connoted their 

enslavement:  

Long time, that hat woulda be make in the shape of a sea ship, not a rocket ship, and 

them black people inside woulda been lying pack-up head to toe in they own shit, 

with chains round them ankles. Let the child remember how black people make this 

crossing as free people this time. (21) 

The image of the slave ship recalls the famous Description of a Slave Ship (1789), a two-

dimensional print depicting the horrific conditions on the slave ship Brooks produced by 

abolitionists. The Brooks print, having been reproduced countless times, is a visual shorthand 

for the suffering of the Atlantic slave trade.67 In the world of Midnight Robber, however, the 

Brooks slave ship is steadily obscured by the Black Star Line II, a new image of liberation 

expunging the old image of subjugation. Interplanetary travel obfuscates the original trip 

across the Atlantic, with Jessica Langer noting that the new movement ‘is implicitly seen as 

an escape from history: overwriting the narrative of the Middle Passage’.68  

The new beginning posited in Midnight Robber seems to provide a utopian response to the 

legacies of the Middle Passage. Yet, the desire to leave the past behind is ambivalent. This 

equivocation is clear from the affinity between Midnight Robber and travel narratives in 

which African Americans return to Africa, the most famous examples of which are Richard 

Wright’s Black Power (1954), Maya Angelou’s All God’s Children Need Travelling Shoes 

(1986), and Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your Mother (2007).69 In these narratives, it is hoped 

that the return to Africa will produce contentment and closure, ending the pain associated 

with the Middle Passage. However, for Wright, Angelou, and Hartman, the value of this hope 

is ambiguous; closing the circle between Africa and America has troublesome effects. In 

particular, return offers only premature reconciliation, plastering over the open wounds of the 

 
67 Finley, Committed to Memory; Francis, “The Brooks Slave Ship Icon.”  
68 Langer, Postcolonialism and Science Fiction, 67 
69 On these narratives of return, see Blyden, African Americans and Africa, 174-201; Commander, 

Afro-Atlantic Flight, 1-24; Gruesser, “Afro-American Travel Literature”; Gysin, “The Enigma of 
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past but not healing them. Hartman makes this point clear, suggesting that the idea that the 

enforced movement across the Atlantic can be rewound risks insinuating ‘that the 

derangements of the slave trade can be repaired’.70 A similar form of hope is at stake in 

Midnight Robber. Just at the moment when the Brooks slave ship is invoked, it is 

immediately repressed, an image of suffering replaced by one of ‘free people’ making a new 

crossing into the unknown (21). The language of exit creates a caesura, promising an 

unbridgeable gap between the horrors of the past and hopes for the future. Tragedies are 

covered over and forgotten, seemingly lost somewhere on the journey from earth to space. 

Toussaint, with its suspicion of history, perpetuates the amnesia of earlier utopias like L’An 

2440 and News from Nowhere.  

At first glance, this might seem like a strange charge to present to the society elaborated by 

Hopkinson. It would appear that Toussaint is acutely aware of its past, Midnight Robber’s 

constellation of proper names – Toussaint, Granny Nanny, Jonkanoo, and so on – suggesting 

a world suffused by history. Hopkinson has created a utopian society in which daily life is 

punctuated by memories of slavery and colonialism. Yet, care should be taken to attend to the 

exact nature of the memorials on Toussaint, which closely mirror the mnemic practices of 

actually existing Caribbean states in the post-independence era. Many early public memorials 

to slavery, both within the metropole and the colonies, focused on white abolitionists, 

paradigmatically William Wilberforce, and depicted them as granting freedom to a passive 

black population.71 However, with decolonisation in the aftermath of the Second World War, 

newly independent states in the Caribbean began to challenge the narrative of white 

benevolence and African submissiveness, instead focusing on commemorating the leaders of 

revolts and revolutions.72 For instance, in Jamaica’s Heroes Park, the monument to the Rt. 

Excellent Marcus Garvey was constructed in 1964 and the monument to the Rt. Excellent 

Nanny of the Windward Maroons was unveiled in 1999.73 The memorials in the Caribbean 

draw on the same pantheon of figures that feature in the speculative Toussaint, both actually 

 
70 Hartman, “The Time of Slavery,” 768.  
71 Araujo, Shadows of the Slave Past, 146-178; Brown, “Monuments to Freedom”; Oldfield, Chords 

of Freedom, 56-87.  
72 Araujo, Shadows of the Slave Past, 179-210; Dacres, “Monument and Meaning”; Phulgence, 
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existing states and the alternative futural world eschewing the image of the white 

emancipator and embracing the ‘iconography of the heroic leader’.74 

Midnight Robber suggests that there is something insufficient about the celebration of the 

iconic figures of past struggles. As Eric D. Smith comments of Hopkinson’s text, the 

emphasis on the positive moment of resistance produces ‘historical amnesia’, covering over 

the experience of past suffering.75 Like some of the African Americans Maya Angelou met in 

Ghana, the people of Toussaint are ‘naïve travellers’ who think ‘an airline ticket to Africa 

would erase the past and open wide the gates to a perfect future’; the Brooks slave ship can be 

erased by the Black Star Line II.76 That past suffering, the negative side of slavery, fails to 

imprint on the consciousness of Toussaint has important consequences. To borrow Freud’s 

concept again, the focus on the historical triumphs of the African diaspora functions as a 

screen memory that displaces consciousness of suffering, both past and present. The decisive 

evidence of Toussaint’s failure to confront the horrors of the past is Midnight Robber’s 

shadowy second world New Half-Way Tree, where Tan-Tan and her father Antonio are 

exiled after Antonio illegally kills a rival in a duel. The novel’s prologue sets the stage for the 

confrontation between Toussaint and New Half-Way Tree, describing the latter as 

Toussaint’s ‘mirror planet’ and the ‘dark side of the real thing, the dub side’ (2). This 

reference to dub – a subgenre of Jamaican music that involves the deconstruction and 

reconstruction of reggae songs through the use of reverb and delay – suggests a close 

connection between Toussaint and New Half-Way Tree, but one defined by disruption and 

non-identity; the two do not mirror each other exactly, and instead New Half-Way Tree 

reworks and transforms Toussaint to bring forth elements hidden in the latter.77 New Half-

Way Tree is constituted through that which has been excluded from Toussaint, its human 

population comprised of criminals exiled from the utopia. These exiles join the indigenous 

creatures, called the douen (after a mythical animal in Caribbean folklore), that populated the 

planet before the arrival of the Black Star Line II.78  

 
74 Brown, “Monuments to Freedom,” 111.  
75 Smith, Globalization, Utopia, 66.  
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77 On Hopkinson’s use of dub as a metaphor, see Davidson, “Dub”; Sorensen, “Dubwise into the 
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78 For accounts of the figure of the douen, and the form of indigenous knowledge they articulate, see 
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There are many echoes of the catastrophic contours of Caribbean history in New Half-Way 

Tree, with Tan-Tan encountering the “tin box” method of torture common to slave 

plantations across the Black Atlantic world, indentured labourers unable to leave their 

masters, scarcity and backbreaking labour, and an oppressed indigenous population 

considered ontologically inferior to the new arrivals. Furthermore, the sexual abuse Tan-Tan 

suffers at the hands of her father brings to the fore the violent gendered relations cultivated in 

colonial contexts. Indeed, the sense of estrangement that this movement produces is explicitly 

compared to the experience of the Middle Passage, Hopkinson commenting that Tan-Tan and 

Antonio were ‘trapped in a confining space, being taken away from home like the long time 

ago Africans’ (74). The gateway from New Half-Way Tree to Toussaint is akin to the Door 

of No Return, the portal that looks out across the Atlantic at the Elmina Castle in Ghana 

where Africans were kept before their transportation.79 The movement between the two 

worlds is implicitly positioned as a form of time travel, Tan-Tan’s arrival in New Half-Way 

Tree pulling her back through the centuries to the days of plantation slavery. Midnight 

Robber, in this way, is akin to the science fictional imaginaries of Butler’s Kindred and Haile 

Gerima’s film Sankofa (1993), two texts that focus on modern black women who time travel 

back to the era of the Middle Passage and slavery.80 As in Midnight Robber, these texts force 

a visceral confrontation with the experience of enslavement. The ‘cyclical histories’ of 

Kindred and Sankofa confirm the ‘omnipresence of the ancestors’, the protagonists’ trips to 

the past forcing a realisation about the pervasive legacy of Atlantic slavery in the supposedly 

emancipated world of the late twentieth century.81  

However, Midnight Robber, in contrast to Kindred and Sankofa, posits a spiral rather than a 

circle; the oppressions of the past are not simply repeated. Instead, a fragile form of utopian 

novelty is salvaged from the movement between Africa and the Caribbean, Toussaint and 

New Half-Way Tree. There is a route by which the never again demand can be fulfilled, such 

that the desire for a new beginning is reconciled with the presence of catastrophe as a mnemic 
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trace. The ending of Midnight Robber is particularly important here.82 Tan-Tan, having given 

birth to a child conceived through her father’s sexually abusive activity towards her, decides 

to call her son Tubman after the great nineteenth-century American slave abolitionist Harriet 

Tubman, who was famed for escaping slavery and then returning to the South countless times 

to help other slaves reach the North via the Underground Railroad. Tubman, both 

Hopkinson’s character and the real historical figure, is ‘the human bridge from slavery to 

freedom’, trafficking between the two states and mediating between the bad and the good 

sides of history (329). It is significant that Tan-Tan’s son shares features of both his mother 

and his father: ‘He had Antonio’s face, but they were her features too, hers. Her son was not 

a monster’ (328; emphasis in original). There is no obscuring the violent origins of Tubman’s 

life; the fact that he is Antonio’s son conceived through a rape is marked on his face. 

However, these origins are transfigured through his association with Tan-Tan, who comes to 

see Tubman as a symbol of the coexistence of the utopian and the catastrophic, each changed 

by the other. Tan-Tan’s decision to name her son Tubman decomposes and recomposes the 

triumphalist memorial practices on Toussaint; it acknowledges the need for icons of 

resistance but also imbues them with a feeling for the pain of the past. Unlike Toussaint, 

Granny Nanny, or Garvey, figures who speak to the desire to escape from slavery once and 

for all, Tubman offers a way of holding memory within utopia, naming a mode of return that 

does not overwrite the Middle Passage nor declare it unsurpassable.  

The text piques the reader to imagine utopia otherwise by emphasising that the society of 

Toussaint remains vulnerable to catastrophe all the time that it lacks a sufficiently rich, and 

appropriately visceral, consciousness of the disasters of the past. Out of this experience 

emerges what Paul Gilroy, commenting on W. E. B. Du Bois’s social philosophy, calls ‘a 

concept of progress from the standpoint of the slave’.83 The slave trade casts a shadow over 

everything that follows, even the imagination of the future. Tan-Tan’s journey between 

Toussaint and New Half-Way Tree suggests that a bridge, a structure that allows for two-way 

movement, is needed between the catastrophic past and the utopian future, such that 

liberation is measured through a constantly renewed confrontation between the two. The 
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journey from earth to space only maintains its utopic quality if it is possible to go back and 

forth, such that the catastrophic content of Caribbean history maintains an active presence in 

the world. The latter, in Paul Ricoeur’s terms, is held in a state of ‘the “having-been” which 

designates its original and, in this sense, indestructible character’ rather than ‘the “no longer”, 

which marks its character of being elapsed, abolished, superseded’.84 The Middle Passage 

thus cannot be left behind, but nor is it the final word; it becomes a ‘foundational past’ that is 

both inescapable and generative, providing the eternally returning stimulus for the creative 

transfiguration of the world.85 All the time past suffering haunts the present, it motivates the 

never again demand, charges the desire for a new beginning, and incites the endless utopian 

exit. D’Aguiar’s claim that it is impossible to imagine ‘a last poem, a last play, a last novel, a 

last song, about slavery’ holds true even in utopia, each new generation requires its ‘own 

versions of the past, to see the past in their own images, words’.86 

Midnight Robber evokes a sense of what Joseph R. Winters calls, in his survey of the black 

aesthetic and literary tradition, melancholic hope, or a disposition that ‘suggests that a better, 

less pernicious world depends partly on our heightened capacity to remember, contemplate, 

and be unsettled by race-inflected violence and suffering’.87 For Tan-Tan, the loss 

experienced in the movement from Toussaint to New-Half Way Tree cannot be undone. If, to 

borrow Freud’s words in “Trauer und Melancholie” [“Mourning and Melancholia”] (1918), it 

is only once ‘the work of mourning is completed’ that ‘the ego becomes free and uninhibited 

again’, then mourning is an impossible proposition for Tan-Tan.88 Instead, as in the 

melancholic condition, the Tubman-like movement between slavery and freedom implies an 

‘identification of the ego with the abandoned object’, the losses of the historical process 

beginning with the Middle Passage haunt Toussaint infinitely.89 Tan-Tan’s disposition at the 

close of the novel is valuable, then, in that she refuses to work through the loss she has 

experienced (her former life in Toussaint), the broader losses that the people of New Half-

Way Tree are confronted with (the passage from Toussaint with its attendant violence and 

homelessness), and the past losses of the Caribbean people (the Middle Passage, slavery, and 

colonialism). Loss can only be authentically confronted through the refusal to let go; 
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successful mourning signifies a betrayal of past suffering, the complete processing of a loss 

resulting in a forgetting of horror and the production of a superficial form of joy. It is 

precisely, as Julia Kristeva comments more generally, ‘not knowing how to lose’, the 

inability to ‘find a valid compensation for the loss’, that is of value; the future can only be 

approached through a repeated detour through the catastrophic past.90  

The spiralling movement of Midnight Robber, that the mnemic trace of disaster is an impetus 

for the utopian new, contrasts with the outward movement posited in Piercy’s He, She and It. 

Catastrophe, for Piercy, impels the hope for a non-botched redemption, imagining the 

possibility of a new beginning that directs the world towards a destination other than disaster. 

There is still the hope in Piercy that the memory of the Holocaust might be laid to rest once 

and for all. Implicitly, when the pathological screen memory status of Tikva is relinquished 

and the world as a whole is revolutionised, then past suffering may be allowed to fade from 

memory; the timelessness of the utopias of the golden age of modern time consciousness sits 

on the horizon of Piercy’s near-future tale. Hopkinson, by contrast, emphasises that every 

new beginning remains tethered to its original catastrophic impetus. The utopianism of the 

never again demand, in this way, must be recharged through renewed confrontation with the 

Middle Passage. Melancholic repetition can be turned to utopian ends; it provides a stimulus 

to reimagine the trajectory of the world in the light of both the horrors of the past and the 

liberation of the future.  

The recursive movement posited by Hopkinson suggests that the sufferings of the past have a 

productive power. The subterranean critique of the actually existing memory practices of 

Caribbean states in the text is centred on the triumphalism of their memorials, the 

representation of heroic leaders side-lining the pain of the Middle Passage and its aftermath. 

However, care should be taken not to reduce Midnight Robber to a focus on the negative 

power of the past alone. There is still something of value in the pantheon of figures 

memorialised in Toussaint. The hopes articulated by Haitian revolutionaries, maroon 

communities, and back to Africa movements are not expunged from the utopian community 

but deepened and enriched by virtue of a confrontation with the catastrophes of history. By 

invoking the name Tubman, Hopkinson suggests there is something of value in memories of 

suffering and those of hope, that both should play a constitutive role in a utopian society. In 

other words, the imagination of the society to come requires a connection to past attempts to 
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imagine new worlds; yesterday’s tomorrows provide a key to retooling utopian desire. In the 

next chapter, the difficult task of embedding the dreams etched on the historical record into a 

liberated society, or the articulation of a self-reflexivity about the history of utopia within the 

literary utopia itself, will be the focus of attention.  
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Chapter 6 

False starts: On the excavation of undischarged possibilities  

The contemporary literary utopia, as the previous two chapters highlight, is positioned 

between the modern time regime and its aftermath. All the utopian authors I focus on retain 

the desire for a future defined by novelty and alterity, refusing to relinquish the characteristic 

horizon of expectation associated with modern temporality. At the same time, the notion of a 

break in the historical continuum, a novum that inaugurates a new set of social relations, has 

become a fragile proposition. Whether it be the association of futurity with colonial relations 

of domination or the haunting presence of past catastrophes, the modern time regime is 

negotiated and reformed in the utopian text. Appeals to a heterodox form of mimesis, in 

which the act of copying is concatenated with mutual transformation, and the refunctioning of 

the never again demand, such that the non-repetition of disaster becomes a springboard for a 

leap into novelty, speak to complex forms of temporal play in the contemporary utopian 

imaginary. Positing alternative futures that differ radically from the prevailing socio-political 

order necessitates an anxious glance backwards to modern time consciousness. There are, 

however, utopian texts that not only draw the old notion of futurity into the present, rescuing 

the hopefulness of a delegitimised mode of temporality for a pessimistic age, but do so self-

reflexively. That is to say, the spectre of lost futures intrudes into the narrative of the text 

itself, the utopia explicitly grounding itself in the tumult of hopes that circulated prior to the 

current impasse of the future.  

In a shadowy form, the excavation of undischarged possibilities is evident in the texts already 

examined. The Dispossessed is partly a story of how Shevek’s arrival from the anarcho-

communist world of Anarres reawakens long dormant revolutionary tendencies in the state-

capitalist world of Urras. Emecheta’s text is a tragedy of lost possibilities. In The Rape of 

Shavi, the encounter between the European refugees and the African utopia comes too late, 

after the point when such an exchange could have diverted the world onto a new path where 

the ravages of colonialism are side-stepped. This sense of missed opportunities also enlivens 

He, She and It, Piercy offering a vision of a non-botched redemption that takes up the best of 

the communal traditions of the twentieth century. All this is capped off by the memorial 

culture of Hopkinson’s Midnight Robber. The pantheon of figures invoked by the settlers 

indicates a desire to stitch together the unfinished revolutions of the past into a new 
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beginning, breaking free from the continuum of suffering that began with the Middle 

Passage.  

The false starts of history, those moments of mass collective action in which a new world was 

glimpsed but not grasped, become a resource for the contemporary utopian. If one aspect of 

the ‘aftermath cultures’ that have emerged in the last few decades is a focus on the traumas of 

the past, then another aspect concerns the lingering presence of the wild desires for new 

futures that circulated at the high point of the modern time regime.1 To borrow the language 

of Raymond Williams, the emergent sense that the future offers, at best, more of the same or, 

at worst, catastrophic failure is accompanied by a residual commitment to the myriad of 

dashed hopes raised in the rebellions of recent centuries, from the revolutions in France and 

Haiti in the eighteenth century to the decade of global revolt that followed the year 1968.2 

The fact that these flashes of alterity were not allowed to reach full fruition, their ultimate 

desires quashed by external forces and internal contradictions, does not mean that the hopes 

they stimulated have disappeared from the world; they maintain a shadowy presence in our 

post-futural age, ghosts from a time when everything appeared bent on liberation and 

fulfilment. Saidiya Hartman, for instance, notes that the ‘horizon of hope’ represented by the 

flourishing of Black Atlantic culture in the twentieth century – from Marcus Garvey to Bob 

Marley, W. E. B. Du Bois to Kwame Nkrumah – is ‘the historical debris of my present’; 

these dreams have been ‘driven underground’ but continually threaten to surface again, 

drawn back into the world by the continuing presence of racial violence and neo-colonial 

exploitation.3 Or, in a different context, Mark Fisher emphasises the hauntological power of 

the utopian desires that accompanied the cultural movements of the post-war era, from the 

counterculture to the rave scene. Their echo in the present represents ‘a refusal to give up on 

the desire for the future’, the act of clinging to the ghosts of lost dreams a means of rejecting 

‘the mediocre satisfactions one can glean in a world governed by capitalist realism’.4  

The interest in failed utopias, those moments when history appeared on the verge of a 

temporal break, is not specific to recent decades. Consider William Morris’s A Dream of 

John Ball (1888), which I briefly mentioned in Chapter 3, in which a nineteenth-century 

socialist activist travels not forwards in time to a utopian future, as in News from Nowhere, 

 
1 Chambers, Untimely Interventions, xxvi.  
2 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 121-127.  
3 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 39-40.  
4 Fisher, Ghosts of My Life, 21-22.  
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but backwards to the peasants’ revolt of 1381, rescuing the radical priest John Ball’s dream of 

communism for the modern workers’ movement. In a similar fashion, Ernst Bloch’s 

Erbschaft dieser Zeit [Heritage of Our Times] (1935) traces the residual presence of the 

millenarian dreams of medieval peasant movements in the struggle between communists and 

fascists in Germany in the 1930s, each group attempting to recuperate defeated hopes for a 

paradise on earth advanced centuries before.5 Yet, the return to lost futures in recent years has 

become a particularly politically pressing task. As Fisher comments, the ‘fallow terrain’ of 

the present, that it is starved of its own liberatory visions, means that the ‘fecundity of 

previous periods’ becomes an object of longing.6 If we are ‘living after the gold rush’, there 

might still be some nuggets of futural possibility nestling in the historical record, visions of 

other worlds that were posited but not fulfilled by previous generations.7 The detour through 

history ceases to be simply a means to enrich and deepen timely political projects, as it was 

for Morris and Bloch, but functions as a life raft for novelty and alterity, the deep glut of past 

utopianising wedging open contemporary horizons of expectation. 

The reliance on lost futures comes with its own set of dangers. To borrow the terms of Gustav 

Landauer, each utopia, a vision of the new, is tied to a topia, a contained and delimited 

historical context.8 The close connection between utopia and topia, the fact that the new 

worlds of the literary utopia are satirically aimed at the actually existing society from which 

they emerge, puts a check on the transhistorical quality of utopianism.9 Given this, there is no 

guarantee that old utopias will speak to new topias emerging in the future. The freedom 

dreams elaborated by Du Bois and Marley invoked by Hartman and the post-war working-

class popular modernism yearned for by Fisher may not be able to escape beyond the 

confines of their own time. Indeed, any attempt to transpose them into the contemporary 

moment has a potentially distorting effect, suppressing the articulation of hopeful accounts 

that respond to the specific conditions of the current moment. More than that, there is a fear 

that reviving past futures may bring into the present things that should be left in the past. One 

only needs to consider the presence of slavery in Thomas More’s Utopia, unequal gender 

 
5 Bloch, Heritage of Our Times, 37-149. Elsewhere, I have written on Morris’s and Bloch’s attempts 

to recuperate old utopias for contemporary struggles. See Davidson, “A Dash of Pessimism?”; 

Davidson, “My Utopia is Your Utopia.” 
6 Fisher, Ghosts of My Life, 8.  
7 Ibid. 
8 Landauer, Revolution, 113-116.  
9 The classic account of utopia’s relationship with satire is Elliott, The Shape of Utopia. See also Mao, 

Inventions of Nemesis, 27-33.  
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relations in Morris’s News from Nowhere, and Le Guin’s ambivalence about homosexuality 

in The Dispossessed to appreciate the difficulties in transplanting utopias from the past to the 

present.10 

The recuperation of lost futures also confronts a second problem. The power of old dreams 

resides precisely in the fact that they failed; the hopes that were articulated in the golden age 

of time consciousness did not come to pass. It is the disappointment of these dreams in their 

own time that creates a feeling of suspense and a sense of unfinished business. There would 

be no yearning if the futures had been fulfilled; they would offer nothing in excess to the 

present, as they would be part of the fabric of the world rather than a spectre. Yet, the very 

fact these dreams failed raises the menace of repetition. If the utopian hope has been 

disappointed once, why not again? We risk finding ourselves in the same position as the great 

nineteenth-century French insurrectionist Louis-Auguste Blanqui, whose L’Éternité par les 

astres [Eternity by the Stars] (1872), penned in the aftermath of the repression of the Paris 

Commune, projected that ‘the same drama’ of revolutionary endeavour and crushing failure 

will play out eternally.11 Blanqui envisaged multiple alternate worlds where the Paris 

Commune replays itself but each time with the same tragic result. The wager that there is 

something undetonated in the dreams of the past, some surplus energy that can rejuvenate 

utopian desire in the present, meets the barrier of the eternal return. Lost futures confront the 

sense that ‘every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably 

small or great in your life will have to return to you, all in the same succession and 

sequence’.12  

The utopias examined in this chapter are positioned between, on the one hand, the desire to 

return to the false starts of the past to jumpstart historical movement in the present and, on the 

other, consciousness of the dangers of transposition and repetition. Sarah Hall’s The 

Carhullan Army (2007) and Carl Neville’s Eminent Domain (2020), the two texts analysed 

here, take up and make explicit the subterranean concern with the residual power of old 

dreams hinted at in the utopias already examined, each describing new societies that are 

 
10 On slavery in More’s Utopia, see Avineri, “War and Slavery.” On Morris’s account of gender, see 

Boos, “An (Almost) Egalitarian Sage.” On Le Guin and homosexuality, see Delany, “To Read The 

Dispossessed.”  
11 Blanqui, Eternity by the Stars, 149. As Walter Benjamin comments of Blanqui, ‘every tradition, 

even the most recent, becomes the legacy of something that has already run its course in the 

immemorial night of the ages’ (The Arcades Project, 116).  
12 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 273.  
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predicated on the undischarged energy of past movements for liberation, whether this be the 

proliferation of visions of gender freedom in the feminist movement of the 1970s in The 

Carhullan Army or the strange coming together of the post-war British counterculture and the 

labour movement in Eminent Domain. Both Hall and Neville affirm the power of the 

untimely futures that reside in the historical record, turning the outdated, anachronistic worlds 

of separatist feminism and hippie consciousness into springs of utopian imagination. At the 

same time, the texts probe the challenges of reverting to older utopian imaginaries, drawing 

out both the strengths and limits of ‘retrotopian sentiments and practices’.13 In The Carhullan 

Army, this involves a dialectical process of separating the promises and illusions of second-

wave feminism, Hall’s protagonist Sister working through the rubble of past movements for 

gender liberation to piece together a vision appropriate for her own historical conjuncture. 

Eminent Domain, as an alternate history that imagines the Cold War ended not with 

triumphant capitalism but reformed socialism, similarly interrogates the value of unrealised 

possibilities. The steady undoing of the utopian Britain in an alternative 2010s over the 

course of the narrative highlights the limitations of a reliance on lost dreams, while also 

restating the openness of the future in the contemporary moment.  

Retro feminist futures: Hall’s The Carhullan Army  

The much-hyped publication of Margaret Atwood’s The Testaments in 2019, a sequel to her 

iconic The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), capped off a decade in which the feminist dystopia has 

found renewed acclaim in Europe and North America. Whether it be Hulu’s television 

adaptation of The Handmaid’s Tale (2017-present) or novels such as Lidia Yuknavitch’s The 

Book of Joan (2017) and Leni Zumas’s Red Clocks (2018), visions of gender relations gone 

wrong have become commonplace in contemporary culture.14 The feeling inaugurated by 

these texts, that the future will bring nothing more than entrenched oppression and extreme 

suffering, prompts a question: What has happened to the feminist utopia? Imaginative 

attempts to construct social orders defined by liberation and freedom have been 

overshadowed in the last decade by tales of horror, feminist horizons of expectation filled not 

with fundamentally better worlds but instead the intensification of the worst tendencies of the 

present. The increased prominence of dystopian narratives has not entirely crowded out 

utopian visions. Take, for instance, Ryka Aoki’s “The Gift” (2017), a quietly utopian tale that 

 
13 Bauman, Retrotopia, 12. 
14 On the recent resurgence of the feminist dystopia, see Dillon, “Who Rules the World?”  
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elaborates a world of gender freedom where trans identities are accepted without question, or 

Rivers Solomon’s novella The Deep (2019), discussed briefly in the introduction, which 

imagines an underwater community in the Atlantic Ocean formed by black women thrown 

overboard by slavers during the Middle Passage. These flashes of utopian possibility, 

however, cut against the grain, defying the dystopian trend but not reversing it.  

The relative dearth of feminist utopianising in the contemporary moment is nothing new. 

When we think of feminist utopian fiction, a number of texts immediately spring to mind, 

including Joanna Russ’s The Female Man (1975), Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of 

Time (1976), and Sally Miller Gearhart’s The Wanderground (1978). The fact that these texts 

were all published in the 1970s is telling. Second-wave feminism was accompanied by what 

Russ calls a ‘mini-boom of feminist utopias’, the rise of the women’s liberation movement 

triggering bold imaginative attempts to negate and rework the patriarchal contours of actually 

existing society.15 Yet, the drive towards utopia in the 1970s was quickly checked, a 

‘fictional retreat from utopian feminism’ beginning in the 1980s that has, with some ebbs and 

flows, continued to the present day.16 The canonical examples of feminist science fiction in 

recent decades – from Atwood’s aforementioned The Handmaid’s Tale to Octavia Butler’s 

Parable of the Sower (1993) and Parable of the Talents (1998) – have veered towards the 

dystopian rather than utopian. Care should be taken not to flatten these dystopian narratives. 

Many contain fragments of utopian hope, moments when the corruptions of the society 

imagined appear vulnerable to overturning.17 Nevertheless, a direction of travel is clear, with 

the end of the 1970s accompanied by the confounding of utopian desire.  

Trends in feminist speculative fiction follow the broader movements of temporal 

consciousness in the last decades of the twentieth century, with the brief flourishing of 

liberatory dreaming in the aftermath of 1968 giving way to a more pessimistic disposition 

from the 1980s onwards. The Carhullan Army, by Cumbrian-born British writer Sarah Hall, 

is particularly interesting in this context. The text confirms and disturbs this movement from 

utopia to dystopia, creatively combining both genres to offer a critical commentary on the 

 
15 Russ, To Write Like a Woman, 133. See also Bammer, Partial Visions; Bartkowski, Feminist 

Utopias; Mellor, “On Feminist Utopias.”  
16 Kitch, “Utopia,” 510.  
17 See Kitch, “Utopia,” 509-512; Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky, 183-199; Wagner-Lawlor, 

Postmodern Utopias, 4-8.  
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place of utopianism in the feminist historical imaginary.18 Hall’s description of life in Britain 

in the text, where the confluence of climate change, foreign wars, and political crisis has 

brought to power an authoritarian government, is certainly dystopian. The most egregious 

policy enacted by the new government is the compulsory imposition of the contraceptive coil 

to curtail population growth. Yet, The Carhullan Army also evokes the feminist utopian 

tradition of writing. The protagonist, who we know only as Sister, decides to escape the town 

of Rith for a feminist separatist community that has established itself in Carhullan, a farm in 

the mountains of the Lake District. She hopes that the group of women will be able to shelter 

her from the worst policies of the new government and prevent further violations of her 

reproductive autonomy.  

The rise of the authoritarian government in mid-twenty-first century Britain has prompted an 

intense feeling of nostalgia. Particularly amongst older residents of Rith who remember the 

late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, there is a pessimistic sense that ‘the present 

and the future’ are ‘intolerable propositions’.19 Nostalgia does not, however, only have a 

negative effect in Hall’s text.20 As Daniel Lea comments, Sister’s journey to the community 

at Carhullan is ‘motivated as much by nostalgia as it is by a desire to escape’.21 The separatist 

community established itself during Sister’s childhood, before the rise of the authoritarian 

government. Sister became obsessed with the community at this moment, voraciously reading 

articles published about the women of Carhullan. After the rise of the new government, all 

information about the community of women is censored. Nevertheless, Sister retains press 

clippings about Carhullan in a personal archive: ‘Both picture cuttings were tucked into a 

metal box of possessions in my backpack […]. They were faded and creased, but I had kept 

them’ (50). The images of the women of Carhullan point to an alternative to the dystopian 

present, providing a glimpse of a feminist future that comes out of the past. The fragments of 

the Carhullan community are, as Susan Buck-Morss comments of Walter Benjamin’s figure 

of the collector, ‘the loosened building blocks (both semantic and material) out of which a 

 
18 On The Carhullan Army’s position between utopia and dystopia, see Lea, Twenty-First Century 

Fiction, 170-177; Robinson, “You Just Know”; Walezak, “Landscape and Identity.”  
19 Hall, The Carhullan Army, 37 (henceforth cited in text). 
20 For a classic statement on the complexities of nostalgia, see Boym, The Future of Nostalgia.  
21 Lea, Twenty-First Century Fiction, 173.  
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new order can be constructed’, Sister’s scrapbooking practices taking up the ‘rubble’ of the 

world and piecing it together to form an inspiring vision.22 

It is in this context that Sister notes the strangely anachronistic quality of the Carhullan 

women, commenting that the two leaders of the group, Jackie and Veronique, are ‘two like 

minds, two retro feminists’ (50). The term retro neatly encapsulates the significance of the 

Carhullan project for Sister. The utopian world of the farm is something that Sister longs for 

but which she can only access through artefacts salvaged from the past. Importantly, the retro 

nature of the feminists at Carhullan is not confined to the world of the text alone. There is 

something antiquated about Jackie and Veronique’s project within the broader history of 

feminism, the two leaders harking back to the separatist projects that once circulated in the 

feminist imaginary. It is not for nothing that one of the quotations from Jackie remembered 

by Sister seems to come straight from the second wave of feminism: ‘“It’s still all about body 

and sexuality for us,” she was once quoted as saying. “We are controlled through those 

things; psychologically, financially, eternally. […] It’s time for a new society”’ (51). The 

Carhullan women refuse to leave behind the second wave, remaining loyal to the 

foundational claims of its politics.  

The separatist nature of the Carhullan community reinforces its association with second-wave 

feminism. As Sam McBean notes: ‘That the novel invokes an all-women’s separatist 

community as a possible alternative society puts the novel into dialogue with a very specific 

feminist literary and political history.’23 The separatist desire reached a fever pitch in the 

1970s, with many projects – from full-scale intentional communities to magazines and music 

festivals – founded on the principle of male exclusion.24 More pertinently, separatism 

underpinned many of the feminist utopias of the second wave. While some utopias, such as 

Shulamith Firestone’s sketch of the future in the final chapter of The Dialectic of Sex (1970) 

and Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time, imagined the radical reworking of gender relations, 

many writers used the division of the genders as a means of exploring what women could be 

in the absence of men. These texts posit some speculative mechanism – a male-specific 

plague in Russ’s The Female Man, space travel in James Tiptree Jr.’s Houston, Houston, Do 

 
22 Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing, 212. The fragmentary nature of Sister’s nostalgic approach 

to Carhullan is mirrored by the structure of the text, which is presented ‘as a series of records, some 

complete, some partly destroyed, in which Sister talks about her life’ (Bracke, “Flooded Futures,” 

284). For both Sister and the reader, the experience of Carhullan is defined by gaps and absences.  
23 McBean, Feminism’s Queer Temporalities, 49. 
24 For an overview, see Shugar, Separatism and Women’s Community. 
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You Read? (1976), and a kind of cosmic forcefield in Gearhart’s The Wanderground – that 

suspends relations of patriarchal domination. As in these utopias, the women of Carhullan are 

protected from patriarchal power and allowed to pursue an autonomous path. The remote 

location of the community in the Lake District, coupled with the government’s decision to 

declare all territory outside the towns autonomous (a no man’s land, in more than one sense 

of the term), protects the women from the violence of the dystopian state.  

Yet, there is no innocent return to second-wave feminism. Any straightforward nostalgia for 

separatism, a desire to simply dig up the old utopian model and transfer it into the twenty-

first century, is checked by the place of the feminist 1970s in the contemporary cultural 

imaginary. As Victoria Hesford comments, for many contemporary feminists, the separatist 

experiments of the 1970s, both real and imaginary, represent nothing more than a ‘twilight 

world of a “wrong” or “embarrassing” feminism’, an inheritance defined by a range of 

awkward tendencies: an essentialist philosophy predicated on the unquestioned oneness of 

woman; a politics focussed on gender inequality alone that is wilfully ignorant of 

intersectional questions, especially regarding race and class; and, a dogmatic style that 

imposes a strict set of moral requirements on women.25 The stuffy rigidity, implicit racism, 

and excessive resoluteness of the past are that which must be overcome; a counterpoint to the 

feminist politics of the current moment, not a model to follow. Suspicion of the second wave 

has inflected feminist speculative fiction, with the dystopian turn amongst writers from the 

1980s onwards partly grounded in a questioning of the utopians of the 1970s. Pamela 

Sargent’s The Shore of Women (1986), Suniti Namjoshi’s The Mothers of Maya Diip (1989), 

and Nicola Griffith’s Ammonite (1992) address the ways in which the separatist paradigm 

risks reproducing the relations of domination, modes of control, and acts of violence that 

define patriarchal society, something reinforced by more recent works including Naomi 

Alderman’s The Power (2016), Virginia Bergin’s Who Runs the World? (2017), and Christina 

Dalcher’s Femlandia (2021).26 

The Carhullan Army, in one sense, is a doubled return to the feminist movement of the 1970s, 

both describing a community inspired by the separatist demands of the second wave and 

 
25 Hesford, Feeling Women’s Liberation, 24. For other accounts of the place of the feminist 1970s in 

the contemporary movement, see Eichhorn, The Archival Turn, 25-54; Freeman, Time Binds, 59-94; 

Hemmings, Why Stories Matter, 31-57; Henry, Not My Mother’s Sister, 52-87; Weeks, “The 

Vanishing Dialectic.” 
26 See Fitting, “Reconsiderations of the Separatist Paradigm”; Wolmark, Aliens and Others, 81-107.  
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doing so in a form, the literary utopia, that provided one of the central means by which the 

separatist desire was expressed. However, the narrative as a whole mirrors not so much the 

feminist utopias of the second wave but rather the movement of feminist speculative fiction 

from the 1970s onwards, with Sister’s original hope for the community in the hills turning to 

disappointment over the course of the text. The kind of militant nostalgia initially cultivated 

by Sister, in which she remembers the past of feminism to forge a new future, fails in the face 

of realities at the farm. Sister’s nostalgia has a flattening effect, ignoring the complexities of 

the situation at Carhullan:  

I’d imagined an immediate sense of unity […] with everyone suddenly aware of the 

collaboration and trust involved. And there would be Jackie and Veronique, standing 

at the great oak doorway, just like they had in the photograph, as if that’s where they 

had always stood, and would always stand. (63) 

This is not, however, the reception that Sister receives upon her arrival at the farm. She is 

immediately imprisoned and interrogated by an armed group of women under the control of 

Jackie, an experience that haunts her for the rest of her time in the pocket utopia. 

Furthermore, Sister is shocked to find that boys born at the community, once they reach 

puberty, are sent away from their mothers to live with a handful of men in a ramshackle 

house a few miles from Carhullan.  

The disappointment experienced by Sister is mediated by the distinctive contours of feminist 

history. In particular, the problems of Carhullan are placed in the context of the relationship 

between second-wave feminism and black feminism. Veronique, ‘a tall black woman from 

the American South’ who is one of the co-founders of the Carhullan community, is of 

particular importance here (48). Hall, in providing us with an image of black and white 

women united in struggle, gestures towards a half-forgotten antiracist tendency within 

second-wave feminism.27 However, like the fragile coalition between antiracist white 

feminists and black feminists in the 1970s, the alliance between Jackie and Veronique is not 

to last. Sister, upon arriving in Carhullan, notices the absence of Veronique; talk of her is 

taboo and Sister’s questions are met with a stony silence. It eventually emerges that 

Veronique was diagnosed with cancer a few years before Sister arrived and, after begging to 

be put out of her misery, was killed by her lover Jackie. The traumatic fracturing of the bond 

 
27 Thompson, “Multiracial Feminism.”  
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between Veronique and Jackie points to a missed opportunity in the history of feminism; the 

hope for an alliance between black feminists and white antiracist feminists emerged in the 

1970s but was never fulfilled. The killing of Veronique marks the beginning of the end for 

Carhullan, with Jackie’s tendencies towards violence and domination entrenched and 

intensified after Veronique’s death, eventually spiralling towards the complete destruction of 

the community by the end of the text. The failure of the articulation of black and white 

feminism in the 1970s, this implies, has had a deleterious effect on the movement; the tacit 

racism of hegemonic feminism deprives it of its full force.  

As this discussion of the violent exclusions and relations of domination at the farm suggests, 

there are affinities between The Carhullan Army and the critique of separatism articulated in 

speculative feminist fiction in the decades after the 1970s. Hall’s text, as Iain Robinson 

suggests, ‘seems self-reflexively critical of the possibility of achieving a utopia’.28 Yet, 

Sister’s confrontation with the community at Carhullan does not result in disillusionment; her 

conclusion is not that her nostalgia for past feminist futures was entirely mistaken. A dialectic 

of hope and disappointment is at play, whereby her initial hope is made sharper as a result of 

her experience of disappointment. Sister’s critical hope, that contains the experience of the 

negative within it, means that she is able to lucidly pinpoint exactly what is of value in 

separatist politics. Ernst Bloch, in a different context, put this point as follows, ‘socialism 

may pay respect to the dreams of its youth, it sheds their illusion but it fulfils their promise’.29 

Something similar is at play in relation to feminism in Hall’s text, with the movement from 

hope to disappointment and back again producing a sense of both the illusions and the 

promises of the 1970s feminist moment.  

The sense that the community at Carhullan is spiralling towards collapse is punctuated by 

moments when the full promise of the feminist 1970s rises to the surface. The continuing 

power of past feminist movements becomes clear in Hall’s account of reproductive 

autonomy. The question of reproductive freedom is closely associated with second-wave 

feminism. As Ellen Willis notes, the movement for abortion rights ‘embodied and symbolized 

our fundamental demand – not merely formal equality for women but genuine self-

determination’.30 It is no surprise that the depiction of liberation in Hall’s speculative account 

centres on Sister’s achievement of reproductive autonomy in the face of violent attempts to 

 
28 Robinson, “You Just Know,” 202. 
29 Bloch, Heritage of Our Times, 118 
30 Willis, “Foreword,” vii.  
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control women’s bodies. Having arrived in Carhullan, Sister comes to see the coil as a great 

violation and indicative of a broader injustice, demanding that Lorry, the nurse at Carhullan, 

remove it: ‘Now, in Lorry’s company, the device felt exactly as it was: an alien implant, an 

invader in my body, something that had been rejected all but physically’ (90). The coil, once 

removed, is passed around the women at Carhullan, a symbol of the repressive policies of the 

government and the fragile form of freedom achieved at the farm. The ‘old passion’ of the 

feminist project is reinvigorated by Sister’s experience, such that a confrontation with the 

denial of reproductive freedom in the towns reveals the hidden power of life on the farm (91).  

In this scene, the temporal play at the heart of The Carhullan Army is evident. The future, 

Hall suggests, will not be exactly the same as the past. The repressive policies of the 

authoritarian government in the mid-twenty-first century are distinct from the controls on 

reproductive freedom that were the object of contention in the 1970s; the restriction of 

abortion rights and the enforced use of contraceptives cannot be elided. Nevertheless, in The 

Carhullan Army, the controls introduced by the government are ‘repetitions with a 

difference’.31 They echo longer standing traditions of controlling women’s bodies albeit 

within the particular context of the economic, political, and environmental crises of a near-

future Britain. As Kathi Weeks notes of Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex, the feminist 1970s, 

in the new dystopian world, becomes a ‘potential archive of now timely political demands’, 

an ‘archive of the future’ that brings together ‘the dead past of the archive’ and ‘the not yet of 

the future’.32 It is for this reason that the feminist 1970s retains a hold in the world of Hall’s 

text. There is an affinity, if not an identity, between the topia of an authoritarian Britain 

imagined by Hall and the relations of control that confronted women in the 1970s. The 

utopian response to this situation also requires a detour through the past; only a multitemporal 

feminism, that draws strength from all moments of the movement, has the power to confront 

the repressive attacks on reproductive freedom. The Carhullan Army ricochets between ‘pure 

nostalgia’ and a ‘purely futural orientation’ to produce a feminism that lives simultaneously 

in the past, present, and future.33 In this way, the loop between hope and disappointment in 

The Carhullan Army, as Caroline Edwards comments of Blochian non-contemporaneity more 

generally, draws out the ‘multiple, overlapping and contradictory time signatures that clash 

 
31 Freeman, Time Binds, 62. 
32 Weeks, “The Vanishing Dialectic,” 750.  
33 Freeman, Time Binds, xvi. 
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and coalesce within the present moment’.34 The utopias of the feminist past are not, of course, 

entirely adequate to the new conditions imagined by Hall, but they provide a point of 

orientation and a flash of newness for the struggles of the future. The return of controls on 

reproductive freedom reveals both the unfinished nature of second-wave feminism and its 

continuing hold on the feminist imaginary. 

Hall’s ambivalent utopia recalls a remark made in Le Guin’s The Dispossessed: ‘You can go 

home again […] so long as you understand that home is a place where you have never been’ 

(48; emphasis in original). The paradoxical proposition of going backwards to a place where 

you have never been before captures the play of past, present, and future in The Carhullan 

Army, and the place of separatism in post-1970s feminist science fiction more generally. 

There is no desire to return to feminism as it actually existed but there is a yearning to fulfil 

the utopian hopes fleetingly raised, and very often quickly dashed, in past historical moments. 

Whether it involves the restaging of the fragile alliance of antiracist white feminists and black 

feminists or the desire for full bodily autonomy, the past of feminism acts as a storehouse of 

untimely dreams that disturb the dominant coordinates of the contemporary world. These 

dreams do not align directly with post-1970s movements for gender freedom, but they have a 

hidden potential that can be recuperated. The homelessness of the feminist 1970s, the fact 

that it belongs to nowhere in particular, means that it has an awkward and unsettling presence 

in the world, representing a dream that can neither be absorbed into the present nor left 

behind. 

Year Zero: Neville’s Eminent Domain  

The Carhullan Army returns to the proliferation of experiments in alternative living that 

emerged in the years after 1968. In restating the radical potential of this historical moment – 

asserting that the hopes and dreams elaborated in the past can blast open the injustice and 

violence of the contemporary topia – Hall’s text cuts against the attempt to defang the 

memory of 1968. As Kristin Ross emphasises in the French context, 1968 has been reduced 

to a series of lifestyle changes, its most valuable achievements being ‘such things as women 

wearing pants instead of skirts or the adoption of new forms of familiarity into spoken 

discourse’.35 What is forgotten, or in fact actively repressed, is the political dimension of the 

revolt; the coming together of mass student occupations and a general strike of nine million 

 
34 Edwards, Utopia, 9. 
35 Ross, May ’68, 13. 
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workers aimed at the dissolution of everything from Gaullism to American imperialism, 

patriarchy to capitalism. In fact, commentators have drawn a straight line between 1968 and 

1989, the ‘post-1989 assessment of May’ involving ‘a recasting or a forgetting that harnesses 

May’s energy directly to the inevitable outcome of the world of the present’.36 On this 

understanding, the desires unleashed by 1968 precipitated the rise of neoliberalism, the 

freedom and liberation yearned for in the 1960s finding a response in the free market 

capitalism of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.37  

Yet, the memory of 1968 is not immutable. If one tendency has been to read 1968 through 

1989, there are also attempts, in Walter Benjamin’s words, to ‘brush history against the 

grain’.38 As Ross notes, the mass strikes in France in 1995 over pension reforms brought back 

into view the repressed radicalism of 1968: ‘It threw a wrench into the story of May as a great 

cultural reform, as a rendezvous with modernity, as a birth of the new individualism. It 

brought an end, that is, to the end of May, by giving it a new afterlife […].’39 There are 

alternative pathways that come out of 1968, ones that do not result in the reproduction and 

renewal of capitalism but, instead, an escape into a new form of economic relations. By 

tracing the aftermath of 1968 through 1995 rather than 1989, the past is reopened; the gaze is 

directed towards the lines of development that were glimpsed, and just as quickly covered 

over, in the red years that followed the events in Paris. To return again to Edwards’s account 

of non-contemporaneity, each new revolutionary event in French history brings out the 

‘multi-temporal suffusion of various futural and past utopian simultaneities’; the liberatory 

potential of 1968, in shining through 1995, is redeemed and recuperated.40  

If one way to throw a wrench into history is to place 1968 into a new sequence of real events, 

jettisoning its relationship with 1989 and concatenating it with 1995, another way is to 

imagine an entirely speculative sequence of historical events unfolding from the revolts of 

that year. This is the strategy adopted by British writer Carl Neville in Eminent Domain, an 

alternate history that turns 1968 into an object of counterfactual speculation. Neville imagines 

a world in the year 2018 in which the revolts of the 1960s and 1970s, rather than being 

 
36 Ibid., 20. See also Gilbert, “After ‘68”; Haiven, “Are Your Children”; Williams and Toscano, 

“Wrong Place, Right Time.”  
37 The best account here is Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999). 

However, this narrative is also evident in Stuart Hall’s The Hard Road to Renewal (1988) and 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire (2000).  
38 Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 392.  
39 Ross, May ’68, 215. 
40 Edwards, Utopia, 16.  
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snuffed out by the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s and 1990s, resulted in a democratic 

socialist revolution that stretches from the ‘Old Europe’ to ‘the Old USSR and the People’s 

Republics of United Africa and the Middle East’, with the United States the last bastion of 

capitalism.41 The text is largely set in the People’s Republic of Britain, the country swept up 

in a global revolt that culminated in the ‘wild years in the mid-Nineties when the whole of 

London was ablaze’ (10-11). The new Britain that emerged from this revolution is a strange 

combination of the traditional demands of the labour movement and the alternative modes of 

living pioneered by the counterculture from the 1960s onwards. On the one hand, in the 

Britain of the alternate 2010s, the market has been replaced by computer-powered planning, 

decisions are made by direct democracy, and all essential goods and services are free at the 

point of use, but, on the other hand, the nuclear family has given way to communal modes of 

living and psychedelic drugs have become an everyday part of life, normal cups of tea now 

taking the form of the consciousness-expanding Special T. In the words of an American 

agent, the People’s Republic is populated by ‘Commie junkies’ (249). 

Eminent Domain, in common with the raft of alternate histories that have been published 

since the end of the Second World War, is focused on the ‘social structures that result from a 

hypothetical, historically immanent modification of the factual course of history’.42 However, 

the ‘nexus event’ of Neville’s text, the moment when history diverts from its familiar course, 

is more of a set of nexus processes.43 In contrast to texts that imagine what would have 

happened if Nazi Germany had won the Second World War, such as Robert Harris’s 

Fatherland (1992), or the effect of the South emerging victorious in the American Civil War, 

as in Ward Moore’s Bring the Jubilee (1953), Eminent Domain tells a more complex tale of 

divergence, the shift in history unfolding steadily over the entirety of the post-war period. 

The earliest point of alterity is the publication of the Hungarian Document by a group of 

economists in the 1950s, which warns of impending economic crisis for social democracy in 

Western Europe and political crisis for authoritarian socialism in the East. The document 

piques each to go beyond themselves, eventually resulting in ‘the victories of radical socialist 

governments in Italy (’73) Sweden (’75) Norway (’76) France (’80) and the absorption of a 

unified Germany into the reformed Soviet sphere’, before the Co-Sphere of democratic 

socialism in Europe is completed with the fall of capitalism in Britain in the 1990s (5). 

 
41 Neville, Eminent Domain, 3 (henceforth cited in text).  
42 Helbig, Der parahistorische Roman, 31.  
43 Hellekson, The Alternate History, 11.  
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Despite the elongated nature of Neville’s revolutionary imaginary, there are two dates where, 

in Christoph Rodiek’s words, the ‘contrasting foil [Kontrastfolie]’ of the ‘actual chain of 

events’ stands out particularly strongly: 1968 and 1989.44 In terms of the former, Eminent 

Domain resonates with Fisher’s notion of ‘acid communism’, an attempt to revive and 

reenergise ‘the experiments in democratic socialism and libertarian communism that were 

efflorescing at the end of the Sixties and the beginning of the Seventies’.45 In a similar 

fashion to Ross’s suspicion of reading 1968 through 1989, Fisher positions neoliberalism not 

as a continuation of the revolutionary experiments of the 1960s and 1970s but as ‘the 

extirpation of the very idea of democratic socialism or libertarian communism’, emphasising 

that the events of these decades were only a ‘stumbling beginning’ that promised more than 

they were allowed to deliver.46 On this account, the key task is to think about what would 

have happened if ‘this fusion of the counterculture and left-wing politics had been more 

successful; had persisted’.47 What if, as in Eminent Domain, this encounter had congealed 

into a stable formation and impelled the simultaneous transformation of economic relations 

and everyday life?  

In imagining a mutual exchange between the new counterculture and the traditional left, 

Eminent Domain also imprints 1989 with new meaning. Rather than the year 1989 marking 

the closure of the communist horizon – the moment when, as Kristin Ghodsee notes, ‘the 

whole project seemed consigned to the dustbin of history’ – it is instead positioned at the 

heart of a narrative of libertarian socialist revolution, the people of Neville’s world standing 

at the cusp of the complete abolition of capitalist social relations in the late 1980s and 

1990s.48 Eminent Domain, in this repositioning of 1989, picks up on and amplifies an 

alternative event of this year: the rise of rave culture. The mass, collective euphoria of the 

acid house movement, which reached a high point in 1989 with a series of illegal parties 

attended by thousands of people across the country, was an ambivalent, subterranean protest 

 
44 Rodiek, Erfundene Vergangenheit, 10. Alternate history depends on the reader recognising the 

divergence. As such, the genre relies on a cultural consensus regarding “what happened?” in the past. 

For example, Fatherland would fail to estrange the reader if it was not widely recognised that the 

Nazis lost World War II (Helbig, Der parahistorische Roman, 75; Rodiek, Erfundene Vergangenheit, 

28; Singles, Alternate History, 72). 
45 Fisher, “Acid Communism,” 757, 754. For reviews that highlight the acid communism of Eminent 

Domain, see Falvey, “A Haunted Utopia”; Raven, “Acid Communism, British Style.” Neville notes 

that he began ‘writing under the rubric: ‘acid communist in form, acid communist in content!’’ 

(Neville and Hatherley, “Inside the People’s Republic”).  
46 Fisher, “Acid Communism,” 754, 757.  
47 Fisher, Postcapitalist Desire, 42. 
48 Ghodsee, Red Hangover, xv.  
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against the strictures of Thatcherism, its celebration of communal pleasure cutting against 

neoliberal toil.49 Moreover, rave culture was an attempt to retool the countercultural currents 

of the 1960s, the declaration of 1989 as the Second Summer of Love ‘summoning the specter 

of San Francisco’s 1967 and a more generalized and long-bankrupt hippie tradition’.50 

Neville subtly draws on this alternative 1989, noting that the new social relations of Britain 

have resulted in it gaining the nickname ‘the Party Republic of Britain’; the whole country 

has become imbued with the euphoric spirit of a rave (94; emphasis in original). In Eminent 

Domain, the late flowering of the counterculture in 1989, rather than cutting against the grain 

of tendencies towards privatisation and atomisation, becomes the key event of that year, the 

‘psychedelic proletariat’ of the party riding high on the anti-capitalist currents of history.51 

Eminent Domain takes up the continuum of struggles that proliferated between the late 1960s 

and the late 1980s, drawing out a possible mode of existence from the encounter between the 

counterculture and the labour movement. While the imaginary realm of the Party Republic of 

Britain represents an attempt to excavate the undischarged possibilities of the past, as in other 

utopian alternate histories, Neville’s text has a melancholic undertone. As Emmanuel Carrère 

notes, alternate history is a hopeless task: ‘Uchrony is only a game. Unplayable by nature, 

because the irrevocable is not revoked, serious nonetheless. And sad every time’.52 The 

concatenation of melancholia and impossibility in the alternate history, that the desires it 

gives voice to are haunted by their failure to come to fruition in the actual course of events, 

means that it differs from the standard futural literary utopia in at least one respect. In Jörg 

Helbig’s words, while the social structures of utopias ‘may seem naïve and highly 

improbable, they at least represent theoretically conceivable future developments’, the 

contents of the alternate history are ‘already falsified historical facts’, such that ‘the unreality 

of the worlds created is obvious to every reader’.53 In departing from the possibilities of the 

present, there is an element of fantasy, a feeling that imaginative explorations of 

undischarged possibilities are unable to intervene in the world; the dreams elaborated are 

grounded in a set of historical processes that are now past. 

 
49 Clover, 1989, 57-62; Collin, Altered State, vii-ix; Hill, “Acid House and Thatcherism”; John, “UK 

Rave Culture”; Reynolds, Energy Flash, 47, 61-62, 74.  
50 Clover, 1989, 16. 
51 Reynolds, Energy Flash, 523.  
52 Carrère, Le détroit de Behring, 48. 
53 Helbig, Der parahistorische Roman, 33. On the relationship between science fiction, fantasy, and 

alternate history, see Durst, “Zur Poetik der parahistorischen Literatur”; Hellekson, The Alternate 

History, 9-10; Singles, Alternate History, 96-109; Suvin, “Victorian Science Fiction.”  
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The sense of impossibility intrudes on the world of Eminent Domain itself; the foundations of 

the utopian society described are far from secure. At the beginning of the text, the People’s 

Republic of Britain appears peaceful. In an ironic inversion of the end of history thesis, the 

country is enjoying ‘a holiday from history’; all the basic social, economic, and political 

questions of life are settled (340). Yet, as the narrative progresses, cracks in the fabric of the 

society begin to appear: Alan Bewes, one of the key figures in the revolution, is mysteriously 

murdered; a major vote that would dissolve the secretive security services of the new state is 

in the offing; mass parties, called the Enthusiasm, sweep the land and establish Permanent 

Autonomous Zones beyond the purview of the authorities; and, an aggressive American 

President, who combines radical rightism with cosmic pronouncements, threatens the détente 

between the Co-Sphere and the United States. Moreover, the reader is introduced to a 

panoply of characters who, though not opposed to the People’s Republic, probe some of its 

key institutions, with Rose articulating a sense of loss at having given up her child to 

communal family arrangements, Barrow haunted by his role in the violence of the 

revolutionary years, and Tom expressing discomfort and guilt for his disappointingly 

monogamous desires. All of this reaches a head when, in the final stages of the text, the 

computer-system of the People’s Republic, through which all production and consumption is 

coordinated, is successfully hacked by the American President. The calm of the post-1989 

years in the People’s Republic is decisively disrupted; the ‘whole world’ of libertarian 

communism has ‘fallen into an abyss’ (443). 

The key symbol of the shifting status of the People’s Republic is the Timeline monument 

erected in Birmingham. The Timeline, which is jokingly referred to as ‘History’s 

Gravestone’, is a metal slab that gives an exhaustive account of the entire progressive path of 

history up to the achievement of communism in the 1990s (87). As Tom explains to an 

American visitor:  

It’s built out of iron of course, the iron laws of history and all that. It has all the major 

struggles up to the Breach and the integration of the Co-Sphere at which point they 

used to claim that History had ended and that was its headstone, dates and all. It’s got 

a little weather-beaten over the years so it has been overlain with a digital programme 

now, tap on it and it will give you all the background information around key accords 

and so on. (88-89)  
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In a world where the defeats of the post-war period never occurred – where, to reverse Eric 

Hobsbawm’s diagnosis of the British left in the 1970s, the forward march of labour was not 

halted – twentieth-century history can be constructed as a story of unending progress.54 

However, just as the libertarian communism of the People’s Republic is steadily undermined 

over the course of the text, the Timeline also begins to warp and change. A group associated 

with the Enthusiasm, known as the Ontological Liberation Front, tamper with the Timeline’s 

digital programme to disclose ripples in time that are said to speak to the individual user’s 

inner desires. As such, when Tom, whose doubts about the communism of the People’s 

Republic we are already aware of, accesses the Timeline, it reveals ‘the defeat of the workers 

across all of Europe and the East, the triumph of capital, the old United Kingdom in an 

America-dominated globe, all the dead institutions strengthened and revived’ (150). This 

glimpse into a present that resembles the actual course of post-war history is initially 

dismissed as a ‘prank’, one more attempt by the nihilistic Enthusiasm movement to shake 

faith in the People’s Republic (151). Yet, by the end of the narrative, after the American co-

option of the socio-economic system, the actions of the Ontological Liberation Front become 

prophetic, disclosing the fact that the People’s Republic’s existence is only one possibility in 

history.  

All of this is reinforced by the shadowy presence of Vernon Crane, a mysterious author who 

claims to have succeeded in crossing to an alternate neoliberal Britain. Crane’s text, called 

Resolution Way (which is also the title of another novel by Neville), imagines a world of the 

2010s defined by shredded workers’ rights, extreme welfare sanctions, and turbocharged 

gentrification.55 This inclusion of an alternate history within the alternate history has 

precedents in the genre. For instance, Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), 

which imagines that Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan won the Second World War, features 

an alternate history called The Grasshopper Lies Heavy, which offers an account in which the 

United States won the war and then proceeded to reorganise the world on an egalitarian and 

just basis, thus both aligning with and departing from the real post-war trajectory.56 If Dick’s 

alternate history within the alternate history points to a hopeful trajectory, then Neville’s 

functions as a warning to the People’s Republic. Resolution Way demonstrates that there were 

 
54 Hobsbawm, “The Forward March.” 
55 Neville, Resolution Way.  
56 On The Grasshopper Lies Heavy, see Alkon, “Alternate History,” 73-74; Butter, The Epitome of 

Evil, 55-56; Hellekson, The Alternate History, 35. 
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dystopic pathways at play in the post-war world; the achievement of liberation is far more 

fragile than it first appears. Yet, the warning offered by Crane’s text fails to register in the 

People’s Republic, provoking little response amongst most citizens:  

How would workers in Europe have been crushed, would the USSR just have 

collapsed, who would have been the leaders through the period of crisis and so on, 

how would the decolonization and the formulation of a pan-African state have been 

prevented? And all without a major war? (160) 

Much like the scepticism the contemporary reader might feel when reading Eminent Domain, 

the citizens of the alternate history find it difficult to believe that there were any other 

pathways existing in the past and, implicitly, in the future. Resolution Way fails to pique a 

desire to take responsibility for the movement of history and instead, in Ronald Aronson’s 

words, reinforces the society’s faith in a ‘reified, dehumanised Progress that marches us to 

the end of history itself’.57 

As Neville comments in an interview, Eminent Domain is a ‘pessimistic Utopia’, examining 

how a society that has achieved freedom and equality enters into a state of freefall.58 The 

melancholic disposition of the alternate history genre, that it engages desires that have no 

hope of being fulfilled, haunts the world imagined by Neville. Despite the People’s 

Republic’s faith in the iron laws of history, it has no right to exist, something gradually 

revealed as the world of libertarian communism is undermined and corroded. Erhard Schütz’s 

comment on Michael Kleeberg’s novel Ein Garten im Norden [A Garden in the North] 

(1998), which displaces Nazism from the core of twentieth-century German history, is apt 

here:  

It seems insufficient to read the novel exclusively as a genuine counter-history, as a 

historical alternative, or even as a utopia of an “other Germany” […]. Rather, it 

represents the critical reflection of the desire for precisely this utopia of the other, 

better Germany, without, of course, disavowing the desire or even renouncing it.59 

Likewise, in Eminent Domain, the desire for an alternative Britain is not denied; there is no 

question that the People’s Republic’s style of libertarian communism is preferable to the 
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authoritarian neoliberalism described in Resolution Way. Yet, Neville also interrogates this 

desire to recuperate an uninterrupted post-war path of history in which social democracy 

leads to democratic socialism without the disturbances of Thatcherism, the decimation of the 

labour movement, and the defanging of the counterculture.  

If, as Walter Benjamin stressed in the context of the rise of fascism, nothing has ‘so corrupted 

the German working class as the notion that it was moving with the current’, then there is 

also something suspicious about the refusal to look defeat in the face and confront the 

actually existing situation.60 This Benjaminian undercurrent to Eminent Domain, the feeling 

that catastrophe rather than liberation finds succour in the movement of history, is made 

explicit in the track listings of one of Crane’s mixtapes, which includes the songs “(Heat Is 

A) One-Way Street” and “Angelus Novus” (71). What emerges in Eminent Domain, as in The 

Carhullan Army, is a dialectic of hope and disappointment, whereby the reactivation of a lost 

future is steadily undone over the course of the narrative, thus forcing a confrontation with 

the bad side of history. The coming together of utopia and defeat in Eminent Domain reveals 

that the communist project has stalled both in the actual course of events and in the alternate 

reality of the text. As Blanqui feared in L’Éternité par les astres, the disappointments of the 

past are repeating themselves eternally. There can be no sidestepping the real course of the 

post-war period; renewed hope must be grounded in the wreckages of the present, articulated 

in full consciousness of the fact that the old dreams failed.  

There are alternate histories that suggest that all paths lead to the same result. Consider Philip 

Roth’s The Plot Against America (2004), which diverges from history with the election of an 

isolationist, anti-Semitic American President in 1940 who keeps the United States out of the 

Second World War before converging back with the actual course of history with the return 

of Franklin D. Roosevelt to office and victory for the Allies. The convergence between 

virtual history and actual history confirms the sense of impossibility that underlies the 

alternate history genre, the feeling that the grand arc of history has a definite and unalterable 

direction. Yet, the pessimism of Eminent Domain is not complete; there is a fragile hope that 

remains at the end of the text. Neville does not bring us, in any straightforward fashion, back 

to the capitalist realism of our own timeline. Contra the latent Leibnizian tendency that 

infuses alternate history, it is not the case that ‘no historical occurrence should be regretted 

because God sees and judges all the simultaneous alternatives and choses the best among 
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them’.61 Rather, the end of the text is defined by a sense of beginning anew. As Altborg, the 

representative of the United States to Britain, declares as he takes control of the People’s 

Republic’s computer system: ‘Welcome to Year Zero’ (443). The turning back of the clock to 

Year Zero, a figure strongly associated with the Republican Calendar of revolutionary 

France, implies that the struggles of history have only just begun. This is confirmed by the 

last lines of the text, in which Barrow looks to his phone-like device and finds only a blank 

space: ‘Instinctively he checks his ROD and finds it is blinking as though it has been reset, 

waiting for him to input the date and time, looks at his watch, uncertain of his next move, 

caught on the threshold of night’ (454). The combination of a feeling of uncertainty and an 

empty space that waits to be occupied pulls together the resonant themes of Eminent Domain, 

the detour through the undischarged possibilities of the past resulting not in the impossible 

yearning that history should be rectified, a straightforward affirmation of the content of the 

visions of utopia advanced in the years between 1968 and 1989, or the pessimistic rejection 

of all attempts at changing the world, but instead an assertion of the contingency of history 

and the necessity of struggle.  

Despite the melancholia of Eminent Domain, old futures are not totally without value for 

Neville. The alternate history, as Alexander Demandt stresses, confronts us with a ‘wide-

open situation, where all kinds of things are possible’.62 Or, as Fisher emphasises in his 

account of acid communism: ‘It was realistic. […] We’ll start living in communes and that’ll 

be it, that’s the end of it. But obviously that was ridiculous. But it didn’t seem ridiculous at 

the time!’63 If history could have been otherwise once, it could be otherwise again. While the 

characters in Eminent Domain are shocked by the brittleness of the People’s Republic’s 

social structures, this need not be our fate. Consequently, Eminent Domain’s movement 

through the past has an important effect: in restating the openness of the future that existed in 

the post-war years, awareness of repressed possibilities in the contemporary moment is 

heightened. In the aftermath of the future, when novelty and alterity appear to have been 

expelled from the historical continuum, there is a need to return to undischarged possibilities 

to loosen the strictures of the present. The failed hopes of the past thus become a vanishing 

mediator; they are required to break through the contemporary impasse of the future, but, 

once this has been done, they can be relinquished and timely political desires articulated. In 
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the movement from hope to disappointment and back again, the utopian subject becomes 

conscious of its own grounds of existence, which reside not in History’s Gravestone or the 

repetition of old dreams but, rather, in a form of action attuned to the possibilities and 

dangers, the utopias and dystopias, latent in the conjuncture.  
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Conclusion 

Survival of utopia, utopian survival  

In the previous three chapters, a range of strategies have been articulated by which utopians 

have successfully endured the impasse of the future and weathered the collapse of the modern 

time regime. At a certain level of abstraction, the survival strategies of the utopian genre can 

be described as follows. First, the refunctioning of mimesis, which focuses on disrupting the 

entanglement of novelty, repetition, and colonialism. Modern time consciousness confined 

novelty to certain peoples of the world, with others expected to follow the path established in 

the imperial core. Yet, the act of mutual copying can create a new figure that, despite 

belonging to neither party, piques each to transform itself. The confrontation between 

coloniser and colonised opens a path for the egalitarian distribution of the future. Second, the 

radicalisation of the never again demand, such that the memory of past catastrophes is 

reconciled with the realisation of a liberated society. If the modern time regime was defined 

by the opposition of hope and memory, the utopians examined here attempt to combine these 

two desires. The memory of past disasters, whether it be the Holocaust or the Middle 

Passage, is put at the heart of the utopian society, such that the forgetting of these events risks 

their repetition. In other words, it is only through a looping movement between past disaster 

and future utopia that the liberated quality of the latter is guaranteed. Third, the recuperation 

of undischarged possibilities, involving reclaiming the hopes proffered but not realised in the 

golden age of modern time consciousness. The dreams of new and better worlds that 

circulated in the past are a means of breaking through the pessimism and cynicism that 

defines the post-futural condition. By staging a dialogue between old desires for new worlds 

and present realities, the hidden possibilities in the current conjuncture are brought to the 

fore.  

Of course, the schematic presentation of these three strategies does not do justice to their 

complexity. Emecheta’s warning about the risks of mimesis, Piercy’s concern about screen 

memory, and Neville’s caution about the potential of old dreams all speak to the fragility of 

the utopian impulse. However, this should not be mistaken for the complete abandonment of 

the desire for alterity. The tussle with post-futural time consciousness offers a glimpse of a 

world where the future once again promises liberation and fulfilment. Contemporary utopians 

continue to stimulate the imagination, providing a set of tools that can be used to save not 
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only the literary utopia as a form but the idea of new futures more generally. Deploying the 

survival strategies outlined above, utopian writers go through and beyond the forces that 

block the imagination. Via the negotiation between the collapse of the modern time regime 

and the distinctive demands of the utopian form, alternative routes to novelty are staked out. 

The literary utopia is a mediating point between two phenomena: the current impasse of the 

future and the possibility of rejuvenating social hope. So, Kim Stanley Robinson, reflecting 

on the challenge of writing utopias in an age of climate change, offers an apt coda to this 

study: ‘It has become a case of utopia or catastrophe, and utopia has gone from being a 

somewhat minor literary problem to a necessary survival strategy.’1 Simply put, the 

persistence of the utopian genre is key to imagining a better future beyond the text; the 

solution to the minor literary problem helps form a solution to the major political problem. 

However, despite the resonance of Robinson’s comment with my approach, it also poses new 

questions. If feelings of trepidation and anxiety about the future have been a feature of time 

consciousness since the 1970s, they are compounded by the ecological devastation on the 

horizon. The pessimism associated with the fall of the modern time regime is confirmed by 

the anticipated ecological trajectory of the twenty-first century. As Alberto Toscano states, 

there is an affinity between the impasse of the future and humanity’s status as the gravedigger 

of the Holocene: ‘The end of nature (as autonomous from human agency) here coincides with 

the end of history (as the inability to articulate that agency as a common project), and 

postmodernity receives a kind of geological imprimatur.’2 Moreover, post-futurism comes 

together with the destructive ecological power of humanity to put the final nail in the coffin 

of utopia. The latter is no longer simply implausible or whimsical but an impossibility. 

Manuel Arias-Maldonado makes this clear: ‘In hothouse Earth, no social order is viable – and 

neither is a green utopia.’3 The environmental preconditions for a new and better world are in 

the process of being pulled out from under our feet, such that all images of alterity and 

novelty become utopian in the bad sense of the word: a mere wish, a castle in the sky. The 

fine-grained survival strategies devised by the writers in Jumpstart might prove ineffectual; 

there may not be a habitable planet, at least for us humans, for these tools to be utilised.  

In this context, it is unsurprising that the dominant temporal tenor of the environmental 

movement is ‘future-oriented pessimism: dreams of a better or utopian future have been less 
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important as a mobilizing tool than fear of future catastrophes’.4 One only needs to look at 

the titles of some recent popular non-fiction books to get a sense of the contemporary 

pessimism. Whether it be Bill McKibben’s Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself 

Out? (2019), David Wallace-Wells’s The Uninhabitable Earth (2019), or Toby Ord’s The 

Precipice: Existential Risk and the Future of Humanity (2020), the future appears to offer, at 

best, a brutal struggle for survival and, at worst, the possibility of human extinction. Or, 

alternatively, think of the rise of protest movements like Extinction Rebellion. Its slogan ‘this 

civilisation is finished’ suggests that the world as it exists is fundamentally unsustainable; 

breakdown is on the horizon.5 Such apocalyptic feelings have also imbricated themselves into 

the recent boom in climate fiction, a genre that utilises the tools of science fiction to trace 

new histories for the Anthropocene era.6 The remainder of the twenty-first century may bring 

catastrophes – the hurricanes of Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against Tomorrow (2013), the 

extreme droughts of Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Water Knife (2015), and the drowned world of 

Kassandra Montag’s After the Flood (2019) – but it will not bring liberation. These novels 

suggest there is a need to secure the conditions for human sociality rather than building 

utopia, the forestalling of catastrophic climate change a necessary precondition for positive 

political projects. In other words, deal with the climate crisis, then think about utopia.  

However, it would be wrong to say that the Anthropocene era has entirely extinguished 

utopia. As exemplified by the title of Ernest Callenbach’s literary utopia Ecotopia (1975), the 

modern environmental movement has produced hopeful visions of the future, imagining a 

reformation of society such that sustainability is put centre stage.7 Certainly, some of the 

green utopianism of old has foundered with the new consciousness of the Anthropocene. For 

instance, visions of a pristine nature untouched by human action cease to convince in the 

current moment. In a world that is fundamentally transformed by human-induced climate 

change, there is no untainted nature to protect and expand.8 However, new forms of green 

utopianism have emerged in the last decade that are explicitly attuned to the distinctive 

contours of the Anthropocene. One of the key utopian currents of contemporary green politics 

 
4 Cassegård and Thorn, “Toward a Postapocalyptic Environmentalism?” 561. 
5 Read and Alexander, This Civilisation is Finished, 5; emphasis in original. 
6 On the relationship between science fiction and climate fiction, see Ghosh, The Great Derangement; 

Heise, “Science Fiction”; Johns-Putra, Climate Change; Milner and Burgmann, Science Fiction and 

Climate Change; Trexler, Anthropocene Fictions. 
7 De Geus, Ecological Utopias; Garforth, Green Utopias.  
8 Arias-Maldonado, “Blooming Landscapes?” 1028-1032; Garforth, Green Utopias, 96-125.  
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is ecomodernism.9  Its contention is that a non-disastrous twenty-first century can be secured 

through the aggressive pursual of technological development. The coming together of 

renewable energy and geoengineering will be sufficient to produce a “good Anthropocene”, 

where humanity uses its new power over the environment to secure its own conditions of 

survival. For the ecomodernists, the life enjoyed by the richest countries today – complete 

with liberal democracy, free markets, and mass consumption – can be generalised, albeit on 

the proviso that new technologies intervene to secure the conditions of continued capitalist 

growth. In terms of fictional visions, ecomodernism finds a response in solarpunk, a literary 

and cultural movement that explores the consequences of the mass adoption of clean and 

renewable energy sources.10 Now, solarpunk is generally more circumspect about the benefits 

of continued capitalism and aware of the ambiguities of technological development than the 

most high-profile ecomodernists, something clear from the dystopian undertone of stories like 

Yilun Fan’s “Speechless Love” (2017) and Telmo Marçal’s “When Kingdoms Collide” 

(2018). Nevertheless, there is an affinity: both movements posit that a better future is staked 

on the rapid adoption of new technologies. Humanity can artificially recreate the stable 

climatic conditions of the Holocene, and this will offer a platform for renewed progress and 

affluence.  

The ecomodernist attempt to break through the failures of the present through acceleration, 

turning to technology to produce an environmentally sustainable order, is accompanied by a 

second, quite different strand of green utopianism: posthumanism. On this perspective, the 

task is to imagine a new beginning for the world in which humanity ceases to be dominant. 

At its most radical, such posthumanism asks us to imagine ‘our planet without humans as an 

idyllic place where non-human beings thrive once again’.11 In some cases, as in the New 

People of Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Wind-up Girl (2009) and the crakers of Margaret Atwood’s 

MaddAddam (2013), this involves the emergence of a new intelligent species that, unlike 

their human predecessors, are attuned to the natural rhythms of the world. Alternatively, Alan 

Weisman’s nominally non-fiction future history The World Without Us (2007) posits that the 

extinction of humanity is sufficient to secure a ‘posthuman Eden’; the removal of the 

 
9 For some influential contributions, see Lynas, The God Species; Shellenberger and Nordhaus, Break 

Through; Symons, Ecomodernism.  
10 Solarpunk has only emerged in recent years and, as such, there is limited critical literature on the 

genre. For some preliminary assessments, see Wagner and Wieland, “Solarpunks and Storytelling”; 

Williams, “This Shining Confluence.”  
11 Vieira, “Utopia and Dystopia,” 357. See also Canavan, “Science Fiction and Utopia”; Hollinger, 

“Anxiety and Utopia”; Jendrysik, “Back to the Garden.” 
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destructive Anthropogenic element in the current climate system fosters the return of vibrant 

life on the planet.12  

These tendencies of green futurism sit uncomfortably with the tradition of literary 

utopianising. As I stressed in the introduction, the literary utopia is distinctive because of its 

focus on social and political institutions, practices, and mores. Unlike other modes of 

imagining a better world, it does not posit a change in nature, as in the limitless abundance of 

the Land of Cockaigne, nor a fantastical alteration in the character of humanity, as in certain 

religious narratives of a lost Golden Age. What is interesting about contemporary green 

utopias is that they shift the focus from the characteristic concerns of the literary utopia. For 

ecomodernists, an account of new socio-political structures is side-lined in favour of 

technological interventions. In fact, the embrace of geoengineering suggests a desire to 

construct a new nature, bypassing the social entirely to intervene directly in the 

environmental conditions of existence. For those who imagine a posthuman planet as an idyll, 

it is the nature of humanity itself that is changed. In proposing a new humanoid subject, such 

as the crakers of MaddAddam or the New People of The Wind-up Girl, the social is again 

overlooked, with the problems of the contemporary world implicitly traced to something 

fundamental in homo sapiens as a species.13 Ecomodernist and posthumanist imaginaries fall 

outside the strict set of requirements demanded by the literary utopia.  

Yet, such a taxonomical approach to contemporary green utopianism could be seen to miss 

the point. Surely, the fact that ecomodernist and posthuman utopias do not neatly slip into the 

generic conventions of the literary utopia is symptomatic of a problem regarding the latter 

and not the former. The requirement that the literary utopia focus on social relations, and 

leave nature and humanity untouched, is no longer viable. The strict demarcation of the 

natural and the social in older definitions of the utopian genre struggles to account for the 

new climatic conditions. Utopia is staked on Holocene assumptions that no longer hold after 

what Bruno Latour calls the ‘earthquake’ of the Anthropocene, a moment when ‘another 

ground, another earth, another soil has begun to stir, to quake, to be moved’.14 What was 

once taken as a background factor for all utopian projects, the environmental conditions of 

 
12 Garforth, Green Utopias, 108. On the latent science fictionality of Weisman’s book and other 

nominally non-fictional accounts of climate futures, see Heise, Imagining Extinction, 215-220. 
13 This is something made explicit by Patricia McCormack, whose The Ahuman Manifesto (2020) 

argues that the extinction of humanity is a utopian prospect.  
14 Latour, Down to Earth, 17; emphasis in original.  
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the Holocene, has been exposed as something unstable. In Timothy Morton’s words: ‘Global 

warming plays a very mean trick. It reveals that what we took to be a reliable world was 

actually just a habitual pattern.’15 Given this, the new forms of utopia emerging in the current 

conjuncture are part of an attempt to adapt the literary utopia to the distinctive contours of a 

changed earth; the environment can no longer be bracketed and discounted as it was in the 

utopias of old. Veronica Hollinger puts this point particularly clearly:  

Reconfiguring utopia for the Anthropocene means shedding our resolutely humanist 

commitments to take account of the other entities with which/whom we share the 

planet. […] it must take account of everything, every thing/object/entity in and on the 

planet, including stones and bacteria, polar bears and molluscs, human beings and 

trees.16 

In their own distinctive and conflicting ways, this is the project of the ecomodernist and the 

posthumanist currents of utopianism, both of which expand the standard limits of the literary 

utopia to account for the distinctive conditions of the Anthropocene. If everything has to be 

taken account of, then something more than the alteration of socio-political structures seems 

to be required.  

Still, care should be taken about stretching the literary utopia too far from its socio-political 

core. The act of bypassing the social in the ecomodernist and posthumanist utopias has some 

perverse consequences. In moving away from imagining radical shifts in social relations, 

these currents of utopia dilute the liberatory content of the visions proffered. Simply put, no 

fundamentally better mode of social life is imagined, with the continuation of the current 

capitalistic contours of contemporary society in ecomodernism vying with the extinction of 

humanity in posthumanism. These are pessimistic, limited utopias, which quite easily shade 

into either capitalist realism or the postapocalyptic – two modes of thought that are not 

generally associated with the desire for a better world. In the name of expanding the purview 

of utopia, hopeful horizons become clouded. Given this, the focus on technological and 

ontological questions should not be at the expense of socio-political ones. The Anthropocene 

does not change everything. To posit new and better worlds continues to involve the negation 

and transformation of the social and political structures of the dominant order.  

 
15 Morton, Hyperobjects, 102.  
16 Hollinger, “Anxiety and Utopia,” 580; emphasis in original.  
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My critique of contemporary green utopianism should be understood as part of a broader 

project to ‘socialize the Anthropocene’, or the attempt to demonstrate that the current climatic 

crisis is grounded in a particular set of social relations.17 The proliferation of adaptations of 

the Anthropocene moniker speaks to the desire to understand the environmental changes 

afoot in terms of unequal relations of capital, power, and knowledge. As Elizabeth 

DeLoughrey summarises, ‘the origins of our environmental crisis’ have been ‘variously 

attributed to the dominance of capitalism (Capitalocene, Econocene, Necrocene), transatlantic 

empire (Plantationocene), patriarchy (Manthropocene), European/white settler colonialism 

(Eurocene), twentieth-century globalization and its regimes of disposability (Plasticene), or 

all of the above and their engagements with a frightening alterity (Chthulucene)’.18 These 

accounts primarily focus on the historical causes of the climate emergency, demonstrating the 

entwinement of ecological transformation and capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy, 

colonialism, and so on. At the same time, they pose a question: Is it possible to socialise the 

utopias of the Anthropocene? That is to say, is there a way of bringing together the socio-

political concern of the literary utopia with an image of life on a planet transformed by the 

destructive social relations of the past and present? 

The seeds of an answer to this question can be found in the various adaptations of the 

Anthropocene highlighted above. Recasting the Anthropocene as the Capitalocene, 

Plantationocene, or Manthropocene brings it back to a problem-space that is far more familiar 

to the utopian tradition examined in this study. While the texts focused on in Jumpstart may 

not explicitly address the climate crisis, they do offer clues on how relations of capitalism, 

colonialism, and patriarchy can be overcome. Consequently, the utopias of the Holocene 

should not be jettisoned in the Anthropocene; insofar that they address the origins of the 

unfolding environmental disaster, they have an affinity with the contemporary world. Indeed, 

there are reasons for thinking that the survival strategies developed by literary utopians in the 

face of the collapse of the modern time regime have particular relevance in a moment of 

climate catastrophe. There is a resonance between the post-futural condition described 

throughout this study and the temporal consciousness fostered by the Anthropocene.19 For 

 
17 Clark and Szerszynski, Planetary Social Thought, 49. 
18 DeLoughrey, Allegories of the Anthropocene, 22.  
19 On the relationship between shifting modes of time consciousness and Anthropocene discourse, see 

Jordheim, “Return to Chronology”; Tamm and Simon, “More-than-Human History.” 
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instance, it is commonly stated that the Anthropocene spells the end of progress.20 The idea 

that the future will be better than the past runs up against the image of the hothouse earth, a 

place inhospitable to human existence let alone improvement. However, the obliteration of 

progressive temporality – where the human subject creates a new world for itself as it moves 

through time – is something that predates consciousness of the Anthropocene. This feeling of 

closure is an extension of the post-futurity that began to gain ground in the post-war period 

and reached a high point in 1989. One could be forgiven for thinking that theorists of the 

Anthropocene who declare the end of progress are flogging a dead horse; consciousness of 

environmental catastrophe reinforces a phenomenon that is already deeply entrenched.  

A second affinity between the Anthropocene and post-futurism can also be highlighted. One 

of the most troubling aspects of the Anthropocene is that the actions of past humans will 

remain with us for many years into the future. Even if carbon emissions were stopped today, 

the climate would be altered for thousands of years ahead. As Clive Hamilton suggests: ‘In 

short, the Earth system is now operating in a different mode and nothing we can do now, 

even ending the burning of fossil fuels in short order, can get it to ‘bounce back’ to the 

Holocene.’21 Future humans will be living with the ghostly presence of our actions, the 

climate bearing the marks of the catastrophes of capitalism, white supremacy, patriarchy, and 

the other tendencies of modernity. The preponderance of the past in the age of the 

Anthropocene is not so different from the mnemonic trace of catastrophes in the post-war 

period. These are also still with us, albeit culturally rather than climatically; we cannot 

imagine bouncing back from the Holocaust or the Middle Passage, they are imbued with 

transtemporal force.22 As Rob Nixon indicates in his critical account of ecomodernism, all the 

concepts associated with the traumas of history are granted renewed power with the 

Anthropocene:  

[…] such awestruck Anthropocene optimism can feel eerily unearned in the absence 

of a measured acknowledgment of the losses, the traumas, the scars that afflict the 

mesh of human and nonhuman communities in this volatile new epoch. And so the 

 
20 Chandler, “The Death of Hope?”; Hamilton, Defiant Earth, 136-162; Haraway, Staying with the 

Trouble, 50-51; Hornborg, Nature, Society, and Justice, 248-256; Tsing, The Mushroom, 20-25.  
21 Hamilton, “The Theodicy,” 237. 
22 On the relationship between climate and memory, see Craps, “Climate Change”; Kaplan, Climate 

Trauma. 
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ecomodernists become the grief police: no mourning permitted here, move on already, 

you’re creating an inadmissible disturbance.23 

The cultural memory of disaster, then, is reinforced in the current climatic crisis, not 

undermined. Indeed, as climate fiction by indigenous writers attests, the apocalypse has 

already happened for some groups.24 Texts such as The Swan Book (2013), by Waanyi writer 

Alexis Wright, and Terra Nullius (2017), by Wirlomin Noongar writer Claire G. Coleman, 

highlight that the memory of the catastrophes of the colonial past and consciousness of the 

climatic disasters on the horizon are entangled; the latter accentuate, rather than break from, 

the violence and destruction of the former.  

The point here is not that the challenges posed by the Anthropocene can be entirely reduced 

to those already elaborated in the context of the fall of the modern time regime. Nevertheless, 

the affinity between the climate catastrophe and the post-futural condition suggests that some 

of the strategies elaborated in the face of the latter retain a hold in relation to the former. It is 

at this point that we can return to Kim Stanley Robinson, and in particular his recent text The 

Ministry for the Future (2020). Robinson has long been concerned with the entanglement of 

climate and utopia. For instance, his early texts demonstrated an attentiveness to the 

environmental conditions for a liberated society, something clear in his ecotopian vision of a 

future California in Pacific Edge (1990) and the relationship between terraforming and 

society-building in the Mars trilogy (1992-1996). More recently, Robinson has focused 

explicitly on the question of climate change. The Science in the Capital series of books 

(2004-2007) imagines a near-future Washington D.C. where abrupt climate change forces 

scientists and politicians to engage in risky geoengineering projects and radically reform the 

carbon-powered structures of American capitalism. This combination of scientific innovation 

and anti-capitalist politics is developed in subsequent novels by Robinson like 2312 (2012) 

and New York 2140 (2017).  

The Ministry for the Future is a culmination of a long literary trajectory, taking up elements 

from Robinson’s previous works and bricolating them into a coherent narrative of the twenty-

first-century future. Robinson’s novel is set in the near future and begins in a world much like 

our own. The text imagines a new institution, the eponymous Ministry for the Future, that has 

 
23 Nixon, “The Anthropocene,” 14.  
24 DeLoughrey, Allegories of the Anthropocene, 185-191; Streeby, Imagining the Future, 34-68; 

Whyte, “Indigenous Science (Fiction).” 
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been established to monitor and enforce the decarbonisation targets established by the Paris 

Agreement of 2015. In the face of a series of climate catastrophes, including a heatwave in 

India that kills twenty million people, the Ministry expands both its tactics and policies, its 

“black” wing violently targeting the most egregious carbon emitters (coal-fired power 

stations, oil executives, and the meat industry) and its public face pushing governments and 

international institutions to adopt a range of post-capitalist reforms (carbon quantitative 

easing, cooperatives, direct democracy, credit unions, full employment, and maximum wage 

differentials). Typically for Robinson, the reader is not proffered a final, static vision of 

utopia but rather a snapshot of a process of transformation that is still incomplete at the end 

of the text.25 However, at the close of the narrative, it is clear that the carrot-and-stick 

approach of the Ministry has borne fruit; humanity has avoided climate breakdown and 

advanced towards social justice, each achievement reinforcing the other. The implication of 

Robinson’s account is clear: the only way to safeguard the future from climate disaster is by 

striving for liberation. Simply put, what is at stake in The Ministry for the Future is utopian 

survival; the best guarantee of the survival of humanity is the realisation of utopia.  

As this brief description suggests, the focus of The Ministry for the Future is the social and 

political relations that will bend the arc of twenty-first-century history towards liberation and 

fulfilment. This is not to say that Robinson entirely sidesteps the concerns of ecomodernism 

and posthumanism. The emerging currents of green futurism jostle with the residual 

commitment to the characteristic concerns of the literary utopia. A number of emergency 

geoengineering projects are undertaken – from spreading aerosols into the sky above India to 

prevent a second deadly heatwave and forestalling the biggest glaciers in Antarctica from 

slipping into the sea – that successfully bring the world back from the brink of disaster. The 

Ministry’s desire to create a ‘Gaia citizenship’, or a mode of political life that incorporates 

non-human structures, hints at the possibility of a new kind of human.26 As Tom Moylan 

comments of Robinson more generally, ‘his human standpoint is not reducible to a 

hegemonic anthropocentrism but rather […] generates a transformative vision of what we 

could go on to do as one species in the biosphere’.27 Nevertheless, geoengineering and 

posthumanism are subordinate to the utopian space of socio-political relations in The Ministry 

 
25 On the dynamism of Robinson’s utopianism, see Cho, “When a Chance Came”; Franko, “Working 

the “In-between””; Johns-Putra, “Ecocriticism”; Kabo, “Life! Life!”; Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted 

Sky, 203-222. 
26 Robinson, The Ministry for the Future, 358 (henceforth cited in text).  
27 Moylan, Becoming Utopian, 140. 
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for the Future. So, the ecomodernist desire for technological innovation is posited as a last 

resort, something that can stave off the worst but no more. The fragile technological 

negotiations with the planet remain secondary to the primary task: the ‘economic war’ against 

the capitalistic forces of extinction that have brought the world to the edge of collapse (26). 

In a similar fashion, notice that Robinson’s new human is constructed politically, it is Gaia 

citizenship, rather than ontologically, as in Atwood’s crakers. If an alternative mode of 

humanity is to emerge, it will be mediated through reformed social and political structures; 

the latter directing and guiding its formation.  

It is striking that Robinson, in the face of climate disaster, utilises the survival strategies 

pioneered in utopian responses to the collapse of the modern time regime. The survival of the 

literary utopia is thus concatenated with utopian survival; the former allows us to imagine the 

latter. The Ministry for the Future is both a utopia for the Anthropocene and a utopia for the 

post-futural condition. So, in a move familiar from my readings of Le Guin’s The 

Dispossessed and Emecheta’s The Rape of Shavi, Robinson draws out the value of mimesis in 

the movement of utopian ideas across the globe. In contrast to Robinson’s earlier Science in 

the Capital trilogy, which was parochially focused on the political scene in Washington D.C., 

The Ministry for the Future takes a more expansive geographical approach.28 The solution to 

climate change is not made in the West and then exported elsewhere. Instead, a complex play 

of mimetic relations is at stake in Robinson’s imagination. The place of India in the narrative 

makes this clear. The heatwave that strikes the Uttar Pradesh region is the catalyst for India to 

break from neo-colonial relations of domination:  

Told to tighten the belt and embrace austerity, and be the working class for the 

bourgeoisie of the developed world, and suffer in silence until better times came – but 

the better times could never come, that plan was shot. The deck had been stacked, the 

game was over. And now twenty million people were dead. (23-24)  

In common with Emecheta’s Césairiean approach to colonial relations, copying the capitalist 

path of development eventually results in an apocalyptic scenario for India. The one-way 

mimesis expected of India, where it radically changes itself to conform to externally imposed 

 
28 For criticisms of the Science in the Capital series along these lines, see Clark, Ecocriticism on the 

Edge, 79; Heise, Sense of Place, 207.  
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models of development, steadily sows catastrophe, the ‘slow violence’ of climate change 

tipping over into a moment of mass devastation.29 

The pathological form of copying that results in the heatwave does not, however, exhaust the 

mimetic impulse in The Ministry for the Future. Like Shevek’s movement between Anarres 

and Urras in The Dispossessed, a productive mode of mimesis, in which original and copy are 

confused and destabilised, emerges in the aftermath of the heatwave. At first, this is a process 

confined to India, the country piecing together an alternative socio-political order from a 

range of pre-existing ways of living. The new political mood is focused on joining up ‘all the 

diversity of people and landscapes […] into a single integrated project’ (233). From the direct 

forms of democracy pioneered in Communist-controlled Kerala to the organic regenerative 

agriculture of Sikkim and Bengal, glimmers of a new world are waiting to be recuperated. 

The mutual copying between the regions of India produces an example for the world:  

People around the world have begun to take notice. This too is new – no one 

elsewhere has been used to thinking of India as anything but a place of poverty, a 

victim of history and geography. But now they are looking at us with a little bit of 

confusion and wonder. What is this? (127) 

The transformation of India lays down the gauntlet for the rest of the world: ‘change with us, 

change now’ (25-26). As the statement change with us suggests, this demand is not simply 

the reversal of the old colonial form of mimesis; India is not to be taken as a model. Instead, 

India’s transformation in the face of climate disaster piques other societies to begin again, to 

look within their history for institutions and practices that foster a movement beyond fossil 

capitalism. This might be the Mondragón system of cooperatives in the Basque region of 

Spain, the revolutionary history of French communes (1793, 1871, 1968), or the participatory 

democracy of the Swiss cantons; the seeds of a jumpstart are laced in every nation and 

culture, waiting to be activated.  

The transformation impelled by the heatwave is undergirded by the memory culture that 

develops around the event. In the face of a catastrophe induced by climate change, the never 

again demand is given renewed force. Just as Piercy in He, She and It and Hopkinson in 

Midnight Robber use the social catastrophes of modernity to enliven a transformative 

movement, Robinson emphasises that the traumas of the Anthropocene can recharge the 

 
29 Nixon, Slow Violence, 2.  
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utopian impulse: ‘Never again. This reminds us of the heat wave and the stakes involved, but 

it is also a more general rejection of the bad parts of the past’ (127).30 In the aftermath of the 

heatwave, never again comes to stand for both the desire to stave off further deadly weather 

events but also for something more radical; it goes to the root of things, unearthing and 

overturning the structural conditions that facilitated the original disaster. As K. Daniel Cho 

notes of Robinson more generally, the ‘proper attitude for the utopian’ is ‘not to look away 

from dystopia in the hopes of finding an exit, but to turn towards it, to fix one’s gaze directly 

back on to it’.31 Contra the ecomodernist desire to focus on the technological marvels of the 

future rather than the climate-induced losses of the past and present, utopia and catastrophe 

are bound together.  

Moreover, The Ministry for the Future attends to the ambiguities and tensions involved in 

articulating the memory of catastrophe and the desire for a better world. At first, the 

heatwave is framed as a ‘regional problem’; the worst effects of the climate crisis are 

confined to the ‘poorest parts of the world’ and have little reach beyond that (24). Like the 

attempt to ignore the ongoing sufferings of the Glop in He, She and It or the catastrophes of 

the Caribbean experience in Midnight Robber, the Indian disaster is, in Freudian terms, 

hidden behind a screen, its horror neutralised by a world intent on repression and obfuscation. 

Importantly, however, other responses to the catastrophe posit a form of multidirectional 

memory. For instance, a Zimbabwean delegate at a climate conference declares: ‘We are all 

in a single global village now. We share the same air and water, and so this disaster has 

happened to all of us’ (24). In implicating everyone, the heatwave becomes the lodestar event 

of the twenty-first century, a foundational past that guides everything that follows:  

They could neither face it nor forget it, they couldn’t think about it but they couldn’t 

not think about it, not without a huge subconscious effort. The images. The sheer 

numbers. […] Not a pathogen, not genocide, not a war; simply human action and 

inaction, their own action and inaction, killing the most vulnerable. And more would 

surely follow, because they all were vulnerable in the end. (227-228) 

 
30 Similarly, Hamilton suggests that it ‘seems certain that those new humans, whose task is to build a 

new civilization from the planetary ashes of the old one, would look at those ashes and declare “Never 

again”’ (Defiant Earth, 162).  
31 Cho, “When a Chance Came,” 47. For similar statements on Robinson’s attempt to hold together 

utopia and dystopia, see Markley, Kim Stanley Robinson, 6; Moylan, Becoming Utopian, 135-136. 
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In Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Benjaminian words, a ‘new universal history of humans […] flashes 

up in the moment of the danger that is climate change’, the ‘shared sense of a catastrophe’ 

fostering a feeling of collectivity.32 The heatwave becomes the unsurpassable horizon of the 

twenty-first century, comparable to the great disasters of the twentieth century in its 

motivating power. This is not least because the disaster is caused by the same forces – the 

instrumentalising logic of capitalism, racial violence, and colonial domination – that 

underpinned the continuum of catastrophes from the Middle Passage to the Holocaust.  

Robinson’s detour through the past to reimagine the twenty-first century does not only rely 

on the negative content of history. Instead, in common with Hall’s The Carhullan Army and 

Neville’s Eminent Domain, utopian desires that emerged in the twentieth century are 

recuperated in The Ministry for the Future. Radical experiments in alternative living, from 

the organic agriculture of Sikkim to the Mondragón system of cooperatives, are mined for 

elements out of which a new socio-political order can be built. The movement from the 

Holocene to the Anthropocene is not marked by an absolute break; hopes articulated in the 

former can find a home in the latter. Tatiana, the Ministry’s Russian lawyer, explains that the 

new post-capitalist order represents a form of redemption for her country: ‘[…] they think it’s 

funny that the Soviet way might save the world. It’s a kind of vindication’ (405). The 

historical irony that a dream declared dead and buried offers the clue for reconstruction 

suggests that ‘Soviet nostalgia’ is not entirely misplaced; it retains a critical value in the face 

of the climate catastrophe (404). As Fredric Jameson notes of the Mars trilogy, Robinson’s 

‘revival of these various schemes’ serves ‘as a kind of collective left anamnesis and a 

reflowering of elaborate and varied left traditions and alternatives that were historically 

undeveloped’.33  

However, there is no simplistic return to the dreams of the past; old utopias cannot be 

straightforwardly transposed into the contemporary topia. Donna Haraway usefully notes: 

‘The unfinished Chthulucene must collect up the trash of the Anthropocene, the exterminism 

of the Capitalocene, and chipping and shredding and layering like a mad gardener, make a 

much hotter compost pile for still possible pasts, presents, and futures.’34 Dreams of equality 

and freedom remain viable, they are one of Haraway’s still possibles, even in the face of the 

climate catastrophe. However, utopia does not survive unscathed in the new environmental 

 
32 Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History,” 221-222.  
33 Jameson, “If I Find,” 230. See also Wark, Molecular Red, 186.  
34 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 57.  
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conditions. The Anthropocene, for Robinson, requires something more than transposition. 

Utopia must be attuned to the distinctive challenges of contemporary climatic conditions, 

which strike out certain images of the future. The productivist desires of Stalinist communism 

and the gas-guzzling dreams of American capitalism are rendered obsolete by the 

environmental crisis. This process, however, should not be mistaken for a fundamental 

transformation of the utopian endeavour. Instead, what is required is a creative stitching 

together of pre-existing experiments to create something new: ‘In fact it was a rearrangement 

of various elements of old plans, in many ways. Mondragón, Kerala, MMT, blockchain, 

Denmark, Cuba, and so on: all the elements had been out there working all along’ (380). 

The to-and-fro between the tradition of literary utopianising and the changing contours of 

time consciousness that has been described throughout this study does not end with the shock 

of the Anthropocene, the latter representing one further barrier for utopian writers to traverse 

and sublate.35 The only end to the literary utopia, we might say, is the realisation of utopia 

itself, a world of complete fulfilment and liberation. Or, as Douglas Mao puts it, ‘utopia 

abides as a kind of logical possibility – that the idea of a world better than this one will 

simply be out there for anyone, at any time, dissatisfied with the present order of things’.36 

However, this is too optimistic; we can imagine non-utopian ends to utopia, and these cannot 

be leapfrogged or repressed. Utopian desire might be swallowed up by the scorched earth on 

the horizon, the shifting climatic conditions spelling an end to hopes of new and better socio-

political orders. Indeed, Emecheta’s fear in The Rape of Shavi that it is too late for utopia, 

that the postcolonial wasteland is deprived of hopeful possibilities of new worlds, returns 

with a vengeance in the time of the Anthropocene. As Anna Tsing wryly warns, ‘there might 

not be a collective happy ending’.37 

This statement, however, remains tentative; it is a contingent scenario, an opening for 

alternative social orders remains. Or, as Bronislaw Szerszynski succinctly puts it: ‘It is too 

early to know if it is too late’.38 All the time the future is open, Ernst Bloch’s statement, 

uttered in the alternative topia of the 1960s, still holds: ‘The world-process has not yet 

achieved victory anywhere; but it just as surely has not yet been defeated anywhere. And 

humans on earth can alter course toward a destination that has not yet been decided – toward 

 
35 I borrow this term from Bonneuil and Fressoz, The Shock of the Anthropocene.  
36 Mao, Inventions of Nemesis, 17. 
37 Tsing, The Mushroom, 21. 
38 Szerszynski, “Reading and Writing,” 11. 
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redemption or perdition.’39 The essence of the world has not yet been set; there is a blank 

space where the destination of history should be. The literary utopia is staked on this 

openness of the future; the power of imaginative experiments predicated on the fact that other 

worlds are possible. At the same time, as Jumpstart has demonstrated, the literary utopia is a 

machine for prising open the future in times of cynicism and despair. In the act of confronting 

the impasse of the future, whether induced by the collapse in modern time consciousness or 

the unfolding climate catastrophe, utopians unearth the lines of hopeful development that are 

submerged within the contours of actually existing society, at once holding fast to the 

possibility of an event that radically shakes the congealed socio-political structures of the 

world and transcending the forces that destabilise the future as a realm of liberation. Like the 

entanglement of the future with colonialism, the power of the memory of historical 

catastrophes, and the consciousness of past utopian failures, the climate crisis cannot be 

sidestepped; a viable utopianism must go through it rather than around it. But it also does not 

change the fundamental task of the contemporary moment: to assert that the world can be 

otherwise, a society of human fulfilment is realisable. Tattered and damaged as it is, the 

future is not yet exhausted. 

 

 

 
39 Bloch, “Can Hope be Disappointed?” 345.  
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