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PREFACE

Although its notional point of departure is often Thomas More’s 
 genre-defining work, Utopia, published in 1516, the field of utopian litera-
ture today encompasses a far wider and ever-expanding domain. Platonism, 
classical mythology, golden ages both eastern and western, ideals of lost 
worlds, fantastic voyages, inhabited moons and planets, imaginary social 
and political experiments, nations, empires and ideal commonwealths, and 
satires upon all of these, jostle besides an enormous outpouring of later 
fictional and science-fiction works, a plethora of actually existing communi-
tarian experiments across the ages, and a dark, despairing tendency, arising 
in the past century, towards dystopian or anti-utopian pessimism and the 
fear that all utopianism somehow eventuates in totalitarianism of one form 
or another. Utopia, often conceived after More’s pun to be both a ‘good 
place’ and ‘nowhere’, seems paradoxically to be equally potentially a very 
dismal place found practically everywhere, and less a sanctuary of holiness 
than an emptying out of the evils of Pandora’s box, in which hope alone 
remained restrained.

Whether taken as a branch of intellectual history concerned chiefly with 
the ‘ideal commonwealth’, as a literary genre, as a reflection of the history 
of religious consciousness or of an essential psychological aspiration of hope 
for a better state of existence in this life or elsewhere, notably in the form 
of the quest for ‘community’, the field of utopian studies has come to reflect 
discussions about the progressive or regressive aspects of historical develop-
ment in microcosm. Modernity’s endorsement of the ideal of progress has 
been counterbalanced by its disenchantment with the fruits of ‘development’ 
and ‘growth’. Yet in a process of constant dialectical interaction, the angst 
of later modernity, generated by confronting genocide, nuclear war and eco-
logical catastrophe, has been met with renewed visions of possible solutions. 
Though it has been intertwined with religion throughout their long collective 
histories, utopianism is not now usually assumed to involve salvation, per-
fectibility or the millennium, so much as the imagined, improved reordering 
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preface

of society in this world, and the more harmonious reconstitution of human 
relations and of attitudes towards nature. This, centrally, is the tradition 
of the ideal commonwealth most commonly identified with Thomas More, 
and with various revolutionary movements from the sixteenth through the 
twentieth centuries. But as wavering faith in science produced the scien-
tific dystopia, so faltering faith in political engineering engendered the mod-
ern political dystopia of totalitarianism. With the collapse of the greatest of 
modern utopian political ideals, Marxism, came the triumphalist proclam-
ation of an end of both history and utopia, a culmination of human desire, 
effort and progress in the liberal-democratic, capitalist worldview and the 
plenitude provided by a self-rectifying market mechanism. But this perspec-
tive, too, now rings hollow, as the spectres of global economic crisis and, far 
worse, environmental destruction, loom once again over us. New dystopian 
threats swarm upon us, to be met in due course, perhaps, by renewed efforts 
to imaginatively rework our concepts of other possible, alternate futures. 
To witness the juxtaposition of these bleakly negative and richly positive 
images is to see, yet again, how utopia and its negation have served so cen-
trally as foci of human aspiration throughout the ages.

The volume

This collection of eleven essays aims to explore utopian literature, and to a 
lesser degree utopian thought and communitarian experimentation, in the 
western and, more briefly, non-western traditions. It is divided into two sec-
tions, the first more historical, the second more contemporary and thematic. 
Part I commences with an overview of some of the conceptual and theo-
retical issues associated with the utopian tradition. It then examines the 
definitive text which both gives its name to the tradition and radically exem-
plifies the rich ambiguity of many of its exemplars, Thomas More’s Utopia. 
Subsequent essays in this section move forwards through the seventeenth, 
eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, exploring the mutation 
and proliferation of the various sub-genres of utopia, satire, Robinsonade, 
Gulliveriana, and so on, and concluding with a re-examination of the ‘turn’ 
towards dystopianism in the latter epoch. In Part II the most important 
leading controversies in modern utopian studies are extensively explored, 
including the relationships between utopias, romance and science fiction; 
the contribution of feminist writers and thought; colonial, postcolonial 
and non-western utopian literature, and the bearing of ecological themes 
on utopian writing. The essays are thus intended to give a balanced sense 
of the evolution and current state of a long-standing, rich tradition of his-
torical, political and literary scholarship, and how this tradition has been 
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preface

reconstructed, and what the chief intellectual disputes which have domi-
nated it have been. Once confined to a relatively narrow range of texts, the 
interpretation of an ever-increasing number of works and proliferation of 
sub-genres has made the study of the subject more complex and conten-
tious, as the actual movement of history has shifted our perspectives on how 
the past should be viewed. The contributors here, collectively, hope the vol-
ume’s readers will agree at least that utopian writing remains nonetheless a 
challenging, exciting and provocative take on the human condition.
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