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Editorial 

This special issue on utopianism, dystopianism and science fiction 
emerged from �Imagining the Future,� a conference organised by the Cen-
tre for Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies, Monash University, 
with generous financial assistance from the Australian Research Council. 
Some of the contributions to that conference have already appeared in 
Imagining the Future: Utopia and Dystopia, edited by Andrew Milner, Mat-
thew Ryan and Robert Savage (Melbourne: Arena Publications, 2006). This 
special issue combines other papers from the conference with fresh contri-
butions addressing the same themes. The vibrancy and diversity of recent 
utopian thought is reflected in the papers themselves, which range across 
the fields of philosophy, literary criticism, film studies, and architectural the-
ory. 

The occasion for that conference was the release, in 2005, of Fredric 
Jameson�s long-awaited Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called 
Utopia and Other Science Fictions. Jameson was a keynote speaker at the 
conference, and his seminal reflections on utopianism provide a common 
reference point for most of the essays gathered here. Thus Darren Jorgen-
sen critically situates the book in the trajectory of Jameson�s intellectual 
development; Keith Redgen incorporates Jameson�s insights into the an-
tinomies of utopia in his study of Rousseau; Paul Atkinson draws on Ar-
chaeologies in his analysis of recent science fiction film; Marco Soares 
seeks possibilities of going beyond the meta-utopian �desire to desire� 
identified by Jameson in commercial cinema; and Craig Johnson applies 
the key distinction, drawn by Jameson and others, between the utopian 
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░    Editorial 3 

�plan� and the utopian �impulse� to contemporary architecture. Russell 
Blackford, himself well known for his science fiction writing, offers an ele-
gant rereading of Arthur C Clarke�s Rama trilogy, while Raymond Younis 
rounds off the issue with an exploration of �etopianism,� the interplay be-
tween utopianism and digital technologies. 

Colloquy is currently seeking unsolicited submissions for Issue 15, a 
general issue to be published in March 2008. Academic articles, review ar-
ticles, reviews, translations and creative writing will all be considered. We 
are also seeking submissions for Issue 16, a special issue devoted to Wal-
ter Benjamin�s �Critique of Violence,� to be published in November 2008 
and guest edited by Michael Fitzgerald. Articles or reviews should explicitly 
address, at least in part, either Benjamin�s text or Jacques Derrida�s re-
sponse to it in �Force of Law.� Contributors are invited to extend their 
analyses to include the cognate works of such thinkers as Schmitt, Agam-
ben, Arendt and others in the continental tradition. In keeping with the in-
terdisciplinary character of Colloquy, explicit applications of Benjamin�s or 
Derrida�s insights to literary and cultural production are also welcome. The 
submission deadline for Issue 16 is March 15, 2008. 

THE EDITORS 



A R T I C L E S  



The Visualisation of Utopia in Recent Science Fiction Film 

Paul Atkinson 

Utopia can be conceived as a possibility � a space within language, a 
set of principles, or the product of technological development � but it can-
not be separated from questions of place, or more accurately, questions of 
�no place.�1 In between the theoretically imaginable utopia and its realisa-
tion in a particular time and place, there is a space of critique, which is ex-
ploited in anti-Utopian and critical dystopian narratives.2 In Science Fiction 
narratives of this kind, technology is responsible for the transformation of 
the utopian impulse into a set of principles that are precisely stated and rig-
idly enforced. The critique focuses on the impossibility, due to the reductive 
force of instrumental reason, of any systematic realisation of a eutopia 
where the positive qualities of freedom, individualism and creativity are nur-
tured. The films Minority Report, directed by Steven Spielberg (Dream-
works, 2002), and Gattaca, written and directed by Andrew Niccol (Colum-
bia, 1997), both examine utopian claims through speculation on the possi-
ble future use of current technologies, the tools of crime investigation and 
the genome project respectively. However, an examination of the plot can-
not attend sufficiently to the particular properties of film and how it, as a 
medium, constructs utopia as a place. This article aims to address this is-
sue by examining how technologically derived images of utopia are realised 
in the visual space of film, that is, on the level of the mise en scène. These 
images are often dystopian but the distinction between dystopia and euto-
pia is not crucial to the argument, because the aim is not to return utopian-
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Paul Atkinson    ░ 6 

ism to its place at the vanguard of progressive politics, nor to reject utopi-
anism on the basis that it is unrealisable, but rather to examine how tech-
nology and utopianism can combine in the visual language of film.3 My 
concern here is to investigate how utopia is conceived according to the 
specific features of the medium rather than to present an overarching nar-
rative judgement as to the value of utopian principles. In Gattaca, the uto-
pianism of a genetically determined future is reproduced in the mise en 
scène as a set of aesthetic principles, whereas in Minority Report the uto-
pian technology itself resembles the apparatus of film. This involves two 
quite different approaches to the visualisation of utopia:4 in Gattaca, utopia 
is embodied in a society in which there can be �no other place,� realised 
through the subtraction or reduction of visual difference; in Minority Report, 
utopia is an expression of a panoptic regime that can incorporate all visual 
and cultural difference such that the visible is �every place.� 

The film Gattaca describes a future delimited by the principles of ge-
netic engineering and organised like Plato�s republic, as a genetic hierarchy 
where aptitude and merit give way to congenital differentiation. The genetic 
code determines access to employment, education, sport and personal re-
lationships either through the foregrounding of positive qualities, such as 
IQ, or the assessment of liability where the genetic code substitutes for a 
general medical examination. The protagonist Vincent Freeman (Ethan 
Hawke) is prevented from achieving his longstanding ambition of becoming 
an astronaut due to his genetic deficiencies, in particular his weak heart. 
However, Vincent fulfils his desire to join Gattaca Aerospace through an 
elaborate process of genetic deception, where he substitutes the genetic 
material of a crippled man, Jerome Morrow (Jude Law), for his own. He 
proves himself capable as an astronaut and in doing so the film serves as 
an obvious parable for the triumph of human endeavour and, by extension, 
the American Dream5 over a world that has acceded to the principles of de-
terminism. The film�s by-line confirms this with the rather glib statement: 
�There is no gene for the human spirit.� The visionary and expansive (old) 
technology of space travel is a metonym for the �human spirit� and is con-
trasted with the restrictive genetic technology which roughly stands in for 
social constraint. 

The opposition between new and old technology is the thematic 
ground for the critique of genetic utopianism but what is of importance for 
the purposes of this article is how this utopia is conceived formally and aes-
thetically. This involves linking the logic of the image to the logic of the nar-
rative. Gattaca begins in media res with Vincent already a participant in the 
space program; following a long title sequence he is placed in his rationally 
structured workplace, Gattaca Aerospace. Significantly, there is little to lo-
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cate this scene in a particular time and place � he drives a sixties car but 
with an electric motor, the road is not tied to any cityscape and the interior 
of the workplace is stripped of any objects that can link it to a definite past 
or future � it is outside a recognisable historical progression. Edward Roth-
stein argues that because a utopia is founded on clear organising principles 
and is an idealisation of society�s desires, it �stands outside of history�6 and 
as a consequence: 

[a]ny attempt to really create a utopia is necessarily revolutionary. 
The manners, morals, and convictions of the past have to be cast 
aside. The realization of utopia requires destruction. 7

The mise en scène dramatises this historical break because it places view-
ers in a present that is disconnected from their own. This is reinforced by 
the absence of music because music has the capacity to situate the narra-
tive within a particular historical period. There is, however, a caption in this 
opening scene stating that the story is set in the �not too-distant future�, 
thereby explicitly drawing a connection between the viewer�s present and 
the present onscreen. The film here balances, between text and image, the 
continuity of history and the ahistorical realisation of utopia. The caption in-
troduces a critical voice, the voice of dystopian fiction, into the utopian pre-
sent of the image and this is supported, in the remainder of the film, by the 
nostalgic voice-over linking what was to what will have been.8 The voice-
over is continually present in the material form of the enunciation, with the 
ebbs and flows of prosody, but it is also situated through the use of tense in 
the past and future.  Here it differs from the moving image which always ar-
ticulates a present even when it takes the form of a flashback or flashfor-
ward. This coincides with Fredric Jameson�s claim that science fiction is not 
directly concerned with the future, with what is to come, but �[r]ather, its 
multiple mock futures serve the quite different function of transforming our 
own present into the determinate past of something yet to come.�9 This 
transforms the uncertainty of the present into an event understandable in 
the long duration of historical progression.10 The voice-over becomes the 
explanatory framework through which the visual utopia of the present be-
comes the dystopia of our future. This split between the voice-over and the 
moving images in part resolves the difficulty, highlighted by Jameson, of 
representing the long, historical durée of utopian development while also 
attending to the minutiae of the quotidian.11

In Gattaca the utopian state does not exist as an already complete 
system; it is not realised in the present which describes a world where indi-
viduals progressively conform to utopian ideals. An abstract but not neces-
sarily complete image of an ideal human subject is projected into the future 
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and used to guide the genetic choices of individuals. It is not the genes that 
determine the biological and social future but the social conception of ge-
netics, or �geneticism,� which is most clearly manifest as a faith in the ex-
planatory power of genetics.12 The continued support for geneticism cre-
ates a new society without a period of radical upheaval as the technology 
provides the means by which utopia is performed incrementally rather than 
imposed suddenly. The future is determined by the set of limitations each 
successive generation places upon the genetic code. This determination of 
the future can be compared to Charles Hartshorne�s explanation of deter-
minism as a form of delimitation rather than the logical unfolding of the in-
ternal properties of various events and agents. To explain this, he uses the 
example of water flowing through a canal. In this environment a single wa-
ter molecule is relatively free within the bounds of the general flow as it can 
move laterally and to some extent against the direction of the flow. But, he 
argues, if the sides of the canal are increasingly narrowed, the path of a 
water molecule is given greater determination such that it eventually 
reaches a state where only one molecule can pass at a time, each one fol-
lowing an orderly pattern.13 In Gattaca, the utopian state is realised incre-
mentally through choice and exclusion. The canal banks are narrowed 
through the removal of anomalies, such as genetic defects, and undesir-
able physical features. The technological vision of Gattaca follows the uto-
pian logic of nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century physics most 
clearly expressed in the Laplacean vision, which claims �not to speculate 
on origins or on final ends, but to accept the actual, to tidy up, to reduce all 
disordered and chaotic life and knowledge to orderly arrangement.�14 In 
this method, analytical completeness is the test of perfectibility and the 
variability of sensual experience is conceived as a lack, a disorder, due to 
the projection of an imaginary order toward which the imperfect human will 
asymptotically tend.15 In this conception, utopia is as much the remainder 
of all that is not desirable as it is the image of what is desirable and in its 
finished form becomes all that is possible. In other words, there is no other 
place. 

The utopian ideal is always a subtraction from the world, there is less 
in it than there is in the complexity of an actual community. This logic is 
also enacted in the mise en scène by way of a series of events that drama-
tise the reduction of difference and in the employment of a style marked by 
geometric consistency and redundancy. On the level of the plot, Vincent 
must remove all visible traces of his past self if he is to take on the identity 
of Jerome. His own body�s genetic history must be rendered invisible 
through the removal of all corporeal excess, any part of his body that can 
be left behind as an index to his DNA. The genetic sequence is invisible to 
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the naked eye but it marks a thorough externalisation of the body in that it 
is present in every cell, a holographic image of the whole, and it makes a 
finite statement that does not require interpretation � it is a text that does 
not seek to hide its meaning. The opening sequence shows Vincent in the 
shower scrubbing his body with a hard brush removing any superfluous 
flesh that would distinguish Vincent as an �in-valid� � both legally and 
medically.16 The body must be scrubbed or toned to such a degree that it 
only exists as a pellicle barely covering the genetic code, like the outer 
layer of a virus. In this viral utopianism, the body is effectively transparent 
in that it can yield only one expression, genetic superiority. The smooth, 
toned bodies of the genetic elite are indistinguishable in the many scenes 
in Vincent�s workplace each striving to reach an ideal, that is, a body that 
effectively conforms to its DNA. Vincent�s deception is not discovered be-
cause his co-workers cannot imagine a world, another place outside of the 
utopian vision, where bodies conceal identity. Jerome tells Vincent that the 
police will not suspect him of the crime because all they see is his DNA; the 
invisible substitutes for the visible. Corporeality is prescinded due to a 
teleological belief in the abstract. 

The rational path toward a utopian state, especially when this is con-
joined with technological determinism, involves the action of stripping the 
world of the irrational but also a growing unawareness as to the form the 
non-rational can take. The performance of utopianism is also a process of 
ex-nomination where the distinction between the natural and utopian is 
elided. This is a feature of many of the anti-Utopian science fiction narra-
tives including Yevgeny Zamyatin�s We, written during the early period of 
communist rule in Russia.17 In this novel, the protagonist D-503 explains 
how his belief in the social order is based on the exclusion of all other or-
ders: 

Now, think of a square, a living, beautiful square.  And imagine that it 
must tell you about itself, about its life. You understand, a square 
would scarcely ever think of telling you that all its four angles are 
equal: this has become so natural, so ordinary to it that it�s simply no 
longer consciously aware of it. And so with me: I find myself con-
tinually in the square�s position.18

The novel is confronted with the aporia of explaining how the perfection of 
the state can be both described by and realised in each individual. The first 
person narrator is both unconsciously aligned with the state � he is a per-
fect square in the geometry of the state � and sufficiently self-aware as to 
be able to reflect on the notion of perfection for a yet to be born narratee. 
There is, as Jameson argues, an aestheticisation of bureaucracy19 such 
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that the narrator repeatedly celebrates the triumph of form over the vaga-
ries of individual action. In Gattaca, this difficulty is not directly confronted 
because the unconscious perfection of the state is not avowed by the nar-
rator � who remarkably is largely untouched by the belief system of this ge-
netic utopia � but rather presented in a visual style characterised by a with-
drawal of attention from the particular. In this techno-rational utopia, imper-
fection must be removed and rendered invisible in order to maintain the in-
tegrity of the state. It is worth drawing a comparison here with More�s Uto-
pia, where the city�s apparent abundance (there is a cornucopia of food-
stuffs) depends on the expulsion of the inedible from the city borders. Simi-
larly, butchery is limited to slaves outside the gaze of upstanding citizens in 
order to preserve the human sense of �mercy� and prevent disease: �they 
do not permit to be brought inside the city anything filthy or unclean for fear 
that the air, tainted by putrefaction, should engender disease.�20 The invisi-
bility of perfection depends on the invisibility of imperfection. 

The utopian visual style, like the utopian body, is characterised by the 
prescission of residual elements through the overdetermination of the im-
age according to principles of visual composition � the image�s genetic 
code.21 In Niccol�s script, the utopian environment of Gattaca Aerospace 
Corporation is described as �antiseptic� and the arrangement of objects and 
the movement of people characterised by regularity and similarity. In Sla-
womir Idziak�s cinematography this is manifest in the preference for long 
and extreme-long shots of both the corporation�s interior and exterior.22 
The long shot in this context, with the application of clear geometric rules of 
abstraction, does not open separate planes of action but actually flattens 
the image. In one image repeated throughout the film, the various levels of 
the Corporation are shown from a low angle, and due to the symmetry of 
the shot and the repetition and proximity of the half circles, this potential 
narrative space is reduced to a purely geometric space. It is only later in 
the film, when the utopian vision begins to crumble, that this space is occu-
pied by two key narrative agents, the detectives Anton Freeman (Loren 
Dean) and Hugo (Alan Arkin). In one extreme long shot, we see Irene and 
Vincent standing face to face before a perfectly symmetrical rendering of 
the building�s exterior. The neutral surfaces of the brutalist architecture 
combine with the static film frame to produce a two-dimensional image flat-
tened by its own geometric organisation. The architectural features of Gat-
taca�s utopian world complement the perpendicular lines of the screen with 
the emphasis on smooth surfaces and simple geometric figures. Mute col-
ours and filters are used because they highlight the structural features of 
any visual surface in a manner similar to black and white film, where tonal 
contrast replaces the uncertain variability of a full colour palette. When 
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Irene and Vincent watch the dawn reflected in a large bank of solar panels, 
the proximity and similarity of the panels limit the vision to a closed geomet-
ric set where the offscreen space has no narrative possibilities apart from 
the reproduction of the same. This repetition fills the frame, leaving no 
space for the natural world to intrude and, due to the magnitude of the 
repetition, transforms the open space of the desert into a technological sub-
lime. Gilles Deleuze argues that images that are overly aestheticised turn 
inward to form closed sets, the frame itself becomes the overriding struc-
tural determinant and, as such, these images only have a weak connection 
to the �out-of-field� or offscreen space. When they do gesture to the �out-of-
field,� the offscreen space conforms to the structural sameness, or �homo-
geneous continuity,� of geometric space.23 For Rudolf Arnheim, if the 
forces are tightly balanced, as they are in these images, then attention is 
directed toward the abstract whole of the picture plane, and not to the par-
ticular qualities of the object.24 We fail to see detail when our attention is 
diverted by the uniform precision of the perfectly balanced image. It is 
therefore appropriate that the site of narrative tension is not found in these 
macroscopic utopian images but in the microscopic details revealed in a 
number of extreme close-ups � a hair left on a window sill, the showers of 
flaking skin falling to the floor of the bathroom. These invisible objects con-
tinually threaten to intrude on the visual purity of the mise en scène and in-
troduce entropy into the unity and balance of the whole. It is a utopia cre-
ated through repeated acts of abstraction in which the unresolved remain-
der, the entropic elements, has the capacity to threaten the unity of the im-
age.25

Steven Spielberg�s film Minority Report is also a critique of an ideal 
state founded upon a single technological development. The film is based 
on a story by Philip K. Dick where a process called �precrime� allows law 
enforcement bodies to prevent a crime before it is actually committed.26 
This involves the precognition of future events brought into the present 
through the unnatural abilities of three extraordinary humans called 
�precogs,� an abbreviation for precognitives. The precogs provide informa-
tion on the crime, including the names of potential perpetrators and victims, 
and this information is used by a police unit to secure an arrest and prevent 
a crime.27 The �precogs� are named Agatha, Dashiell and Arthur but de-
spite the reference to the famous fictional detectives there is no direct 
analysis of current criminal behaviour or the employment of deductive prin-
ciples in the investigation. The technology is almost mystical in its workings 
and accordingly is only connected by the thinnest of threads to existing 
technologies � the book refers to early punch card computing devices 
whereas the film tentatively invokes the idea of holistic distributed net-
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works. Gattaca and Minority Report are similar in that technology creates a 
utopian state through the removal of unwanted elements, genetic abnor-
malities and crime, rather than through the fulfilment of a positive ideal. In 
Minority Report, the utopianism is displaced from the idea of a crimeless 
society to the visual potential of cinema as a unifying technology. Most se-
rious crime has been eradicated but, unlike in Gattaca, the society is not 
underpinned by an overarching set of principles or a coherent group of 
laws. There is no indication of how an ordinary citizen perceives or under-
stands the role of the new technology, which would most likely take the 
form of a heightened panoptic sensibility. Gattaca certainly develops a 
more detailed commentary on the limits and repercussions of institutional 
observation.28 In both story and film, the central focus of Minority Report is 
not on the formal aspects of social organisation but on the actions of the 
protagonist, John Anderton (Tom Cruise), who works within the precrime 
program, and what it means for him to be implicated in a precognised 
crime. The technology functions as the catalyst for a long chase sequence 
where Anderton must prove the invalidity of the precrime project, through 
the analysis of a past crime, in order to exempt himself from a murder 
charge.29 In the absence of a utopian thesis or a considered critical dysto-
pian argument, the ideality of the future world is imagined solely as a func-
tion of the mise en scène. 

Utopianism cannot be separated from the structural constraints and 
possibilities of the medium and, in this regard, the film Minority Report 
clearly diverges from the story. In the short story only the name of the pro-
posed victim and perpetrator are given, and in accordance with principles 
of mechanical cause and effect, the precogs are able to calculate what will 
happen, in other words, the world is reduced to statistical probability. Unfor-
tunately, the ontological implications of a truly predictable future are not 
fully explored because again the focus is on plot and its relationship to 
character agency. In the film the basic premise is retained, that crime is 
preventable because predictable, but greater attention is paid to the visual 
whole of the story space. This is due, in part, to the difference between 
verbal and cinematic description. Seymour Chatman states that a verbal 
statement is more likely to refer to a particular detail and fact, such that the 
reader is in no doubt as to what is described, whereas film includes a range 
of detail in any shot without direct specification of what constitutes the ob-
ject: �[f]ilm gives us plenitude without specificity.�30 In literature, description 
is explicit in that it directs attention to particular objects and features 
whereas film �direct[s] our attention to something else� while still describing 
objects and setting.31 In the adaptation of the story, the film must invoke 
this �something else�; the utopian place cannot be separated from the ex-



░    The Visualisation of Utopia in Recent Science Fiction Film 13 

amination and invocation of the utopian precrime technology. Conse-
quently, the precogs do not simply provide the names of perpetrators and 
victims but also detailed visual information in support of each prediction, 
which contrasts with the story where there is no visual evidence or visual 
reasoning � the crime is known but not seen before it happens. This visual 
information is interpreted by the principal investigator, John Anderton, as 
determining the location of the upcoming crime. He reassembles a collec-
tion of moving images, similar to film rushes, to recreate the visual circum-
stances of the crime in a manner that parallels the process of filmmaking. 
He stands before a transparent screen that resembles an editing suite 
where he fastforwards, rewinds and sequences a number of visual mo-
ments or shots. This action is accompanied by an intra-diegetic orchestral 
soundtrack: Anderton works to music, which draws together the parts into a 
filmic whole. 

In film, and narrative in general, there is a reorganisation of what has 
happened but in Minority Report the precrime cinematic machine is a 
means of organising what will happen. Like all utopian technologies, it is di-
rected toward the future but also to the creation of a society where every-
thing can be seen and, consequently, where nothing is outside the aegis of 
the state. The future is foreseen not as an abstract ideal but as a visualis-
able whole that is structurally identical to the organisation of images from 
the past. In Minority Report, past and future are symmetrical in the form of 
the cinematic shot or sequence, which is located in the past or future only 
with the addition of an external temporal marker � it is always added to the 
image. This contrasts with human memory, which bears the mark of its 
pastness each time it is invoked, and a human future conceived as expec-
tation or anticipation. The boundary between interiority and exteriority col-
lapses because the precogs are able to exteriorise both memory and desire 
in the form of these images of the future. There is a multiplication of im-
ages, including a visualisation of the future, to the point where there is no 
active political memory. The future is just another moment in a tenseless 
process of visualisation, where the individual is nothing more than a node 
in a network of screens or a moment within the endless procession of im-
ages. 

In Minority Report, the visual technology of precrime is utopian in that 
it realises the idea of �total cinema.� André Bazin argues that, despite cin-
ema�s dependence on economic forces and technological progress, the 
myth guiding its development was the teleological belief in the �reconstruc-
tion of a perfect illusion of the outside world in sound, color, and relief.�32 
Cinema always sought to incorporate anything that would assist in the re-
alisation of this �perfect illusion,� and before the actual development of 
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sound technology there was the expectation that it would eventually be-
come a part of the cinema.33 In this theory of perfect cinema, there is also 
the expectation that cinema will overcome the barriers of touch and smell. 
This is the future scrutinized in Ernst Jünger�s The Glass Bees, where cin-
ema becomes the direct expression of utopian dreams and capitalist ideals. 
The novel�s svengali Zapparoni, who resembles Walt Disney, creates a 
new cinema in which all the characters are played by automatons. Cinema 
is able to create the ideal future because it is not dependent on the repeti-
tive practices of industrial technology: �[t]he dreams of the old Utopians 
were coarse-grained in comparison� to this fully automated and active vi-
sion of the future and past.34 The cinema can create both fantastic and pre-
viously unimaginable worlds as well as incorporate the past through the 
faithful reproduction of pastoral idylls � the glass bees of the title are one 
example of the simulation of, and improvement on, nature. In Minority Re-
port, it is not the automaton but the screen that combines the future and 
past and it is the expansion of the cinematic apparatus that makes it possi-
ble for Anderton to watch his home movies in three-dimensions and, with 
the aid of drugs, fully immerse himself in that world. He relives moments 
with his dead child with the aim of extending the past into an eternal pre-
sent. This is a future in which home entertainment technology will eventu-
ally expand the bounds of the cinema and provide a space where the past 
will be endlessly recycled and where fiction and fact will coexist equally. In 
the �perfect illusion,� there is the �creation of the world in its own image, an 
image unburdened by the freedom of interpretation of the artist or the irre-
versibility of time.�35 In this respect, in Minority Report, the utopian claims 
of cinema are contrasted with the loss of self-determination but, unlike Gat-
taca, there is no ostensible critique of the technology. 

The cinematic apparatus creates a utopian world, not through the ap-
plication of principles of behaviour, but in its capacity to incorporate differ-
ence, and this includes all technologies of visualisation, all media. Hollis 
Frampton develops this argument when he states that film is the �last ma-
chine� because it can encompass all other machines. 

Since all the �parts� fit together, the sum of all film, all projectors and 
all cameras in the world constitutes one machine, which is by far the 
largest and most ambitious single artifact yet conceived and made 
by man (with the exception of the human species itself). The ma-
chine grows by many millions of feet of raw stock every day.  

It is not surprising that something so large could utterly engulf and 
digest the whole substance of the Age of Machines (machines and 
all), and finally supplant the entirety with its illusory flesh. Having de-
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voured all else, the film machine is the lone survivor.36

Frampton imagines the universe as an enormous cinematic archive, a re-
cording of itself that is never lost.37 The development of such technologies 
as YouTube and the general rush to digitise film and documentary archives 
is all part of a drive towards the perfectibility of film. This archival memory 
becomes so pervasive that nothing can exist outside of the filmic machine, 
and in Minority Report�s imagining of the future, nothing can exist outside 
regimes of visualisation. This process of incorporation allows Minority Re-
port to maintain a technophilic sensibility despite the dystopic aims of the 
narrative. The film revels in the plurality of advertising and technological 
goods (the Lexus car, the rocket pack, the 3D visual notebook, etc.), and 
outside the narrative, the commercial demands of product placement. The 
utopianism is founded on the relationship between cinema and consump-
tion where advertising and technology are both recognised for the capacity 
to generate new visual surfaces. Gattaca, by contrast, works towards the 
reduction of visual difference. 

The film does offer a critique of the technology in the form of a ques-
tioning of the limits of determinism, but this critique is largely borrowed from 
the short story. When adapted to the screen, there remains a residual ref-
erence to determinism but this is downplayed by the focus on Lamar Bur-
gess� (Max von Sydow) misuse of the technology and the foregrounding of 
long chase sequences. The chase itself is a vehicle that transports the 
viewer through the visual splendour of the imagined future � similar in 
many respects to the rides at theme parks such as Movie World � and, ac-
cordingly, we see Anderton hanging onto cars in vertical roadways, using 
personal flying machines in alleyways, examining prisoners in electronic 
prisons, living in grungy hotels, visiting country houses or stark glassy 
buildings and hiding from the panoptic gaze of mechanical spiders. The 
narrative proffers no explanation of how the various locations are integrated 
or why technology is so unevenly distributed in a small city area � if this is 
transposed onto a contemporary Western city, half the population would be 
listening to valve radios while others watch plasma screens. The logic must 
be found extra-diegetically on the level of the screen where science fiction 
narrative presents new possibilities of visuality each of which can be 
roughly connected through cinematic technology, and where the discon-
nected scenes function like the separate sets in a film studio, each awaiting 
their time onscreen. This extra-diegetic logic of cinematic futurity overrides 
any questions about the technology itself. There is no examination of what 
it means to live in a world where one�s future actions are potentially visible. 
There is no introjection of the logic of the machine, a panoptic sensibility, 
by the protagonist and the only issue is how to escape physically from the 
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various technologies of surveillance. It is capitalism�s vision of a future 
where individuals remain sovereign, still possessed of their right and ability 
to choose, despite the role of the state in monitoring their behaviour. As 
such it does not provide the precision of anti-Utopian texts, such as 
Zamyatin�s We and George Orwell�s Nineteen Eighty-Four, nor does it pro-
vide a critique of consumerism, which one would expect in a film that imag-
ines a near capitalist future. There are many shots in which advertising im-
ages are projected onto a range of surfaces, including dirty industrial 
streets and the polished walls of transport terminals, but there is no exami-
nation of the interaction between the projected surface (the social space) 
and the projection (the incorporative logic of capitalism). In Minority Report, 
and in Spielberg�s other sf blockbuster AI, this critique is nullified through 
the playing out of aesthetic features of postmodernism including the prefer-
ence for pastiche and the disconnection of style from the �lived conditions� 
of a particular place. This is not to say that the film does not offer an out-
side to the omnipresence of screen technology, but it is so disconnected 
from the film�s futurity that it is largely meaningless. The final image shows 
the island and rustic house where Agatha has chosen to spend the remain-
der of her days, which bears no relation to the film�s technological and so-
cial framework. It is nostalgia masquerading as social critique. 

In the principle of incorporation and the telos of �total cinema,� the 
film�s eclecticism is held together by the topos of visualisable surfaces and 
the logic of the frame or window. In the mise en scène there is the consis-
tent use of glass surfaces, transparent frames, Perspex memory cards, and 
clear watery baths. The transparent surfaces represent both the transpar-
ency of a society ruled by technological foreseeability, the capacity of every 
surface to reveal a structure � to see through a wall does not reveal an in-
terior but the relationship between other surfaces � and to present the pos-
sible incorporation of a variable future and past. This futurity, in which eve-
rything is revealed but nothing is seen, is similar to Tati�s satirical examina-
tion of modernist architecture in Playtime or again to Zamyatin�s We, where 
D-503 rediscovers the structural logic of the whole in the transparent archi-
tecture: 

On the right and left, through the glass walls, I see myself, my room, 
my clothes, my movements � repeated a thousand times over. This 
is bracing: you feel yourself a part of a great powerful, single entity. 
And the precise beauty of it � not a single superfluous gesture, 
curve, or turn.38

However, in Minority Report transparency is not the final expression of a 
fully realised utopia but its starting point, because these transparent sur-
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faces, like the empty screen or blank canvas, function as containers for 
what is to come, as a means of integrating visual plenitude. The visual 
structure of the film is in marked contrast to the setting of the short story, 
where the precogs are attached to a machine with a chaotic mix of wires, 
punchcards and computer technology. There is no transparency, no super-
imposition of past, present and future, only the determination of the out-
come of particular events. In the film, the fullest expression of the transpar-
ent surface is in the Precrime offices, where Anderton manipulates the fu-
ture images of crime on transparent screens that allow the viewer to see 
him and the object of his attention in a single shot. Similarly, for Anderton, 
the future and the present coalesce in the single frame as his transparent 
screen superimposes images of future crimes onto the office surrounds. 
Moreover, in the change of scene from transparent interiors to expansive 
exterior shots, the aesthetic of the screen and its ubiquitous transparency is 
maintained through the use of blue-green filters � a hue commonly associ-
ated with the reflected light of television screens. In the filtered images, the 
viewer does not see into the storyworld of the future but sees as if they 
were a screen, completing the process of incorporation. Tinted filters are 
also extensively used in Gattaca but they are generally applied to shots 
where there is little depth, with the colour only supporting the two-
dimensionality of the image and the opacity of the geometrically organised 
plane. There is not so much the sense of looking in but of seeing a finished 
form, the concrete picture rather than the mobile frame. 

In the analysis of utopia in film, it is important to recognise the impor-
tance of the medium in shaping the utopian vision. Imagining the future is 
not only a question of exhausting certain principles of social organisation 
but of rendering such principles visible. Gattaca negotiates the problem of 
imagining a future in which the principle of social organisation (the genetic 
code) is largely invisible except in the form of inconsequential physical 
traits (eye and hair colour, height, etc.) and examples of physical disability. 
The film does not aim to show genetic perfection, because there is no per-
fect visual form, but rather illustrates the process of becoming perfect both 
on the level of the plot and in the mise en scène. This is envisioned as a 
reduction of the body to a smooth external surface (Vincent becoming 
Jerome) and in the reduction of the visual environment to the regular lines 
of geometrically organised planes. In Gattaca, the �disordered and chaotic� 
aspects of life are gradually erased through the externalisation of interiority 
and the separation of the pure and impure. There is the double negation of 
repetitive abstraction, that is, a world where there is no non-utopian ele-
ment or �no other place.� The utopian environment is always threatened by 
the microscopic visual trace that has not yet been removed in the quest for 
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perfectibility. The object of critique is the rationalisation of the inner world, 
through an ascetic approach to the body, and its consequent utopian 
claims. Without the exigencies of visualisation, genetic perfection in the film 
could have been restricted to an examination of human intelligence. In Mi-
nority Report, there is certainly a utopian aspect derived from a technologi-
cal vision of the future but, in contrast to Gattaca, this technology is not ex-
amined or critiqued in the plot. The technology of precrime is realised as a 
technology of visualisation and the process by which the viewer is intro-
duced to the prediction of future crime is similar to the making of a film from 
found footage. Anderton brings together these elements to create a se-
quence of images with a coherent plot that incorporates all places, in the 
past, present and future. The future of crime could have been imagined 
solely in terms of names and dates, as it is in the short story, but in its ad-
aptation, there is a celebration of the possibilities of visualisation, which is a 
feature of most Hollywood science fiction films. In short, Minority Report 
creates a vision of the future beholden to the expansive utopian dreams of 
Hollywood whereas Gattaca remains tied to the anti-Utopian critiques that 
extend back to the pre-Cold War period. 
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NOTES 

 

1 Negation is a feature of the word�s etymology and utopia�s inaccessibility is central 
to Thomas More�s foundational text Utopia (London: Yale University Press, 1964).  

2 The two films examined in this article are to some degree �critical dystopias� be-
cause they examine the limits of technologically perfectible societies rather than 
critique a particular political conception of utopia. Gattaca provides a cautionary 
tale about the use of new technologies, and tends toward anti-Utopianism, 
whereas Minority Report wavers between critique and celebration. For further dis-
cussion of this distinction, see Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The 
Desire Called Utopia and other Science Fictions (London: Verso, 2005), pp. 198-
99. 

3 Jameson argues that the anti-Utopian critiques should be resisted because they 
diminish the �Utopian impulse� by restricting it to a particular utopian vision; Ar-
chaeologies, p. xvi.   

4 The emphasis in this article on visualisation of utopianism by no means suggests 
that film is a purely visual medium. The use of sound in the construction of place is 
certainly central to film criticism but arguing that sound and vision form a consis-
tent aesthetic leads to a number of difficulties. The principles of abstractive reduc-
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tion and incorporation cannot be applied to the respective sound environments 
and soundtracks of each film. 

5 The film is tied to late sixties America and the optimism of the space race. Vincent 
is conceived in the back of a 1973 Buick Rivera, a car whose curved styling is 
clearly influenced by rocket technology, and there are many shots of characters 
gazing towards the heavens. The inclusion of such a car and Vincent�s age also 
imply that Gattaca is set at the turn of the century, the same period in which the 
film was made. It is an alternative present where space technology competes with 
genetic technology, unlike our own, which is clearly less interested in the explora-
tion of space than in the proliferation of visual technologies. 

6 Edward Rothstein, �Utopia and its Discontents�, Visions of Utopia (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2003), p. 8. 

7 Rothstein, �Discontents�, p. 8. 
8 In the voice-over, the past becomes the means through which the future is in-

voked. It is inevitable as a possibility in that it is the projection onto the future of an 
ideal drawn from the past and is best expressed in the future perfect tense, �it will 
have been possible�. Henri Bergson, The Creative Mind, trans. M. L. Andison 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1946), p. 118. 

9 Jameson, Archaeologies, p. 288. 
10 Jameson, Archaeologies, pp. 288-89. 
11 In novels, time is most often limited to the life-spans of individuals and accordingly 

it is difficult to describe the gradual progression of social change. This cannot be 
easily overcome without recourse to the description of mythological beginnings or 
through individual recollection. See Archaeologies, p. 187. 

12 Alan B. Wood, �Genes and Human Potential: Bergsonian Readings of Gattaca 
and the Human Genome�, Theory and Event 7.1. (2003), p. 52. 

13 Charles Hartshorne, Wisdom as Moderation: A Philosophy of the Middle Way (Al-
bany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1987), pp. 18-19. 

14 Herbert Wildon Carr, The Scientific Approach to Philosophy (London: Macmillan, 
1924), p. 25. 

15 Henri Bergson argues that the belief in the opposition between order and disorder 
is based on the projection of a singular notion of order. There is no disorder, only 
the absence of an expected order. Bergson, Creative, pp. 116-17. 

16 The term �in-valid� refers to those with any congenital defects and can be com-
pared with the use of the term to describe people with corporeal defects. 

17 Yevgeny Zamyatin, We, trans. Mirra Ginsburg (New York: The Viking Press, 
1972). 

18 Zamyatin, We, p. 20. 
19 Jameson, Archaeologies, p. 202. 
20 More, Utopia, pp. 77-78. 
21 The images explicitly embody the gestalt principles of visual organisation which 

serve to reduce the visual diversity of the image through the foregrounding of sim-
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ple shapes, the creation of fixed lines and the repetition of form. 
22 When medium shots are used, the depth of field is often so great that the charac-

ter in the foreground is juxtaposed against the long shot of an interior in the back-
ground. For example, when either Irene or Vincent is working at their terminal they 
are juxtaposed against numerous other people working in a similar capacity. 

23 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and 
Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), pp. 16-
17. 

24 Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception (London: Faber and Faber, 1954), pp. 
26-27. 

25 Gattaca is a utopia of �privation� (see Jameson, Archaeologies, p. 185) because 
there is a removal of freedoms in the name of the state but this system of privation 
is not evenly distributed across the population due to the maintenance of a genetic 
hierarchy. 

26 Philip K. Dick, �Minority Report�, in Minority Report (London: Gollancz, 2002). 
27 They are able to prevent murder because it has a much stronger resonance in the 

present but in the story, there is a discussion of how the program could be ex-
panded. 

28 It is notable that Niccol also wrote the script for The Truman Show before writing 
and directing Gattaca. 

29 The three precogs do not always agree on the exact details of a future crime and 
the judgement is reached through a majority decision. The minority, or dissenting 
report, is suppressed in these cases. 

30 Seymour Chatman, Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and 
Film (New York: Cornell University Press, 1990), p. 39. 

31 Chatman, Coming to Terms, p. 38. 
32 André Bazin, What is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: University of Califor-

nia Press, 1967), p. 20. 
33 Bazin, What is Cinema?, p. 21. 
34 Ernst Jünger, The Glass Bees, trans. Louise Bogan and Elizabeth Mayer (New 

York: New Review Books, 2000), p. 38. 
35 Bazin, What is Cinema?, p. 21. 
36 Hollis Frampton, �For a Metahistory of Film: Commonplace Notes and Hypothe-

ses�, Circles of Confusion: Film Photography Video: Texts 1968-1980 (Rochester, 
NY: Visual Studies Workshop Press, 1983), pp. 112-15. 

37 Frampton, Circles of Confusion, p.115. 
38 Zamyatin, We, pp. 30-31. 



Rendezvous with Utopia: 

Two Versions of the Future in the Rama Novels 

Russell Blackford 

Introduction 

Published in 1973, Arthur C. Clarke�s Rendezvous with Rama won the 
Hugo, Nebula, and John W. Campbell Awards (and also the Jupiter Award, 
voted on by the Institute of Science Fiction in Higher Education). Its im-
pressive collection of awards, outstanding commercial success, and intrin-
sic interest make it one of the few truly iconic works of hard science fiction. 
It depicts the work of astronauts in space, and shows an obvious concern 
for scientific accuracy and logic. In all, Rendezvous with Rama seems like 
an unlikely candidate for a utopian novel, and that expression would, in-
deed, misdescribe it. Yet, it contains strong mythic, satirical, and utopian 
elements, which give it much of its interest.  

Alas, many of those elements are discarded in the trilogy of novels 
that appeared much later as an extended sequel to the novel�s action. 

Rendezvous with Rama 

Rendezvous with Rama is set in the year 2130, by which time our So-
lar System includes several main inhabited worlds: Earth, Luna, Mars, Mer-
cury (whose inhabitants are referred to as �Hermians�), Ganymede, Titan, 
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and Triton. As background, we learn that much of northern Italy, including 
Venice, Padua, and Verona, was destroyed in 2077 by a huge meteor. This 
led to the establishment of Project SPACEGUARD to ensure that nothing 
similar could happen again. 

Early in the narrative, a huge alien artifact, given the name �Rama� by 
astronomers, is detected by SPACEGUARD�s computerised radar system, 
based on Mars. A robotic probe demonstrates that Rama is an artificial ob-
ject, a hollow cylinder fifty kilometers long and about twenty in diameter. 
Thereupon, a crewed spaceship, the Endeavour, is sent to study it. Rama 
is large enough to have its own internal landscape, ecology, and even 
weather � at least once it begins moving closer to the sun�s heat. Through-
out the novel, various characters fear Rama as a potential threat. Leaders 
on Earth and the colonised worlds are, of course, keenly sensitive to the 
possibility of another disaster from space. 

The main events involve exploration of Rama�s interior. Commander 
William Norton and his crew have limited time to investigate the alien arti-
fact, make some sense of it, and establish whether it is dangerous. This 
gives the narrative a significant degree of tension, as do several crisis 
points when the characters must respond to immediate dangers. The hu-
man astronauts are dwarfed by the artificial world in which they find them-
selves � a world with hurricanes, electrical storms, its own sea, high cliffs, 
and giant waves. There are also bizarre partly robotic, partly biological 
creatures (or �biots�) with a kind of ecology of their own. Rama�s environ-
ment continually tests the astronauts� ingenuity, and the artifact itself defies 
human knowledge and understanding to the very end. A crisis occurs when 
the Hermians attempt to take matters into their own hands by positioning a 
nuclear missile and threatening to attack Rama. This, however, is foiled by 
the astronauts. 

Much of the novel�s strength lies in its concern for plausible detail � 
getting it right � whether in the descriptions of the internal landscape of 
Rama, the technology required for space travel, or the procedure for defus-
ing a nuclear weapon in space. This is seriously �hard� science fiction, with 
an emphasis on rigour in the depictions of science, technology, and techni-
cal procedures. However, there is more to Rendezvous with Rama than its 
technoscientific realism. Peter Brigg points out that Clarke�s stories and 
novels generally �contain combinations of hard extrapolation, humorous vi-
gnette, and some gesture in the direction of metaphysical possibilities.�1 
For Brigg, what distinguishes Rendezvous with Rama from precursors in 
Clarke�s body of fiction is the �beautiful cohesion� of all the �hard� ele-
ments.2 Clarke provides us with impressive details about Rama that are re-
solved as their purpose is revealed. Also, the mystery of Rama conveys 
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what Briggs describes as a metaphysical element in the novel.  
We need to be careful when we discuss the mythic, metaphysical, or 

mystical (as it is sometimes described) element in Clarke�s fiction. As I 
have argued elsewhere,3 Clarke�s extensive body of science fiction, pub-
lished over several decades, contains little real mysticism, if this refers to 
the portrayal of some kind of spiritual reality that transcends physical na-
ture. His work also has little to do with metaphysics; however, it frequently 
contemplates, with wonder, the immensity of the universe in space and 
time. Sometimes it depicts the radical transformation or supersession of 
humanity. I prefer to discuss all this as a mythic element: it has much to do 
with the actions of intelligences whose powers dwarf those normally en-
countered in human experience. 

In the case of Rendezvous with Rama, the human characters are con-
fronted by an enormous artifact that is beyond comprehension. It uses a 
space drive that no-one understands, and we never see its masters. The 
human encounter with Rama demonstrates not only the immensity of the 
universe but also what is made to seem almost like contempt for human ac-
tions and defiance of our attempts to understand its purpose. Rama simply 
enters the Solar System, then leaves again, making no effort to contact us. 
After tapping matter from the sun to refuel � the description of this is pre-
cise, yet awesome � it heads off in the direction of the Greater Magellanic 
Cloud, beyond the Milky Way, leaving behind no real clues as to its pur-
pose. As far as we are shown in Rendezvous with Rama itself, Rama�s 
voyage has nothing to do with humanity or Earth. As Brigg puts it, �The 
very fact that Rama has paid man no attention whatsoever during his brief 
invasion is a stunning reminder of man�s tiny place in the scale of the uni-
verse.�4 He adds, quite plausibly, �This concrete evocation of the mystery 
of the universe is Clarke�s finest blending of the elements of his fiction.�5

Though Clarke conveys a sense of mystery and the numinous, this 
mythic element conflicts in no way with a scientific materialist worldview. 
Rama may seem godlike in the power that it reveals and in the inscrutability 
of its concerns, but there is nothing supernatural about it. Indeed, Rendez-
vous with Rama may be read as a demonstration that a purely naturalistic 
worldview, based on science, can enthrall and inspire. Nor does the mythic 
element conflict with Clarke�s technological meliorism and his positive atti-
tude to humanity�s future � more specifically, his advocacy of technological 
innovation, social flexibility, and a curiosity that will take us into space. The 
mythic element is also consistent with a gently satirical thread. Rama�s 
mysterious incursion provokes varied human reactions, bringing out latent 
propensities in various individuals and groups. Some interpret the artifact 
as hostile. Others see it as an ark sent by God for �those worthy of salva-
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tion.�6 There is considerable satirical treatment of international (or, in this 
case, interplanetary) diplomacy � and of the workings of bureaucracy in 
general. At the same time, the social mores of 2130 are presented in a way 
that is indirectly critical of our own assumptions about how human societies 
must work: they are very different from our own, yet are presented sympa-
thetically. At a more cosmic level � and this fits precisely with its mythic vi-
sion � the novel may be said to satirise our confidence in the possibility of 
fully explaining and understanding the universe. 

The Utopian Element 

However, Clarke�s social vision is more utopian than satirical. The em-
phasis in Rendezvous with Rama is not on extrapolation and mockery of 
current social tendencies, in the manner of Pohl and Kornbluth�s The 
Space Merchants, for example. Rather, Clarke presents a society that has 
reacted in logical ways to changing technological, economic, and environ-
mental circumstances. He paints a generally attractive picture of how a fu-
ture space-going society might reasonably operate. Despite its diplomatic 
squabbles and machinations, the Solar-System-wide human civilisation of 
2130 is generally depicted sympathetically. The Hermians do try to destroy 
Rama, but that is a maverick act not typical of the future civilisation that 
Clarke portrays. We learn that the various worlds have their own individual 
cultures, and that the culture of Mercury is especially harsh and philistine 
because of the difficulty of colonising such an inhospitable planet, but even 
this is not conveyed in especially disapproving tones. The Hermians are the 
closest thing to being �bad guys� in Rendezvous with Rama, but they are 
not demonised. Indeed, we are told that they have responded to the condi-
tions on Mercury by building �a spartan and in many ways highly admirable 
culture.�7

I am not suggesting that this novel gives us a �thick,� or detailed, ac-
count of daily life in the civilisation of the future, but we are shown enough 
to understand some of the ways in which it differs from contemporary 
Western societies. Most obviously, sexual mores have clearly changed, 
partly in response to space-faring. Norton has two wives on different plan-
ets, and a total of three children. His families are described as being �on 
excellent terms with each other,� and it is apparent that sexual jealousy 
does not play the same role as it does in current societies. Similarly, two 
other male characters on the Endeavour are involved in what seems to be 
a gay relationship, as well as sharing a wife back on Earth. Near the end of 
the book, Norton makes love with his ship-board friend Laura, after Rama 
has gone and their mission has ended in triumph. The implication seems to 
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be that sexual relationships are commonly �open� in this society � since this 
incident is treated quite matter-of-factly by the characters directly involved, 
as well as by the omniscient (and sometimes intrusive) narrator. The further 
implication is that the novel endorses a relativist, or at least highly tolerant, 
approach to sexual morality. 

We also learn that some people remain in active employment though 
over a century old. One character, Dr Bose, is 115 years old, �in perfect 
health,�8 and still working on the Rama Committee of the United Planets 
Science Organization. The narrator complains that elderly, conservative 
scientists continue to dominate science administration,9 but with no sug-
gestion that this problem is any worse than ever. Bose himself is somewhat 
disheartened at working for the same people decade after decade, but 
would not want �to put back the clock� of medical progress.10 The civilisa-
tion of the future seems to have achieved considerable sexual equality � 
perhaps more than our own society, and undoubtedly more than was the 
case when Rendezvous with Rama was first published. The Rama Commit-
tee and the Endeavour�s crew each comprise a mix of men and women, 
though the mix does seem rather top-heavy with men, and there is un-
doubtedly room for feminist critique of Clarke�s success in depicting a truly 
equal society, if that was his intention. Still, the presence of women in such 
positions is clearly taken for granted. More surprisingly, the human crew 
members of the Endeavour are joined by �superchimps� or �simps�: geneti-
cally engineered monkeys (not chimpanzees, we are told11) with prehensile 
tails and very high intelligence, trained to do menial work. 

In describing Clarke�s civilisation of the future as utopian � or having a 
utopian element � I do not, of course, claim that all of the features to which 
I have referred are self-evidently desirable. However, the novel appears to 
give them an implicit endorsement. Such features of the future civilisation 
as changed sexual mores, extended longevity, and the engineering and 
practical employment of genetically modified animals are presented as 
logical and socially functional developments. Substantive moral arguments 
can doubtless be put against each of them, whether or not the arguments 
are ultimately successful. Perhaps Clarke has underestimated the depth of 
sexual jealousy as a component of human nature, failed to understand the 
social problems that might be brought about by extended longevity, or de-
scribed an abuse of intelligent animals that resembles slavery. Be any of 
that as it may, he has imagined a fascinating and plausible civilisation of 
the future, set himself the challenge of showing how human beings might 
live and work in such a civilisation, and succeeded at one of the most im-
portant tasks of any serious science fiction author � that is, he has con-
tested the apparent immutability of current aspects of social functioning: 
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sexual mores; the normal cycles of life, aging, and death; and the relation-
ships between human beings and non-human animals. Works such as 
Rendezvous with Rama throw all of this open for debate. 

Here, then, is a major genre author thinking conscientiously about how 
a future civilisation � in different environmental, technological, and eco-
nomic circumstances from our own � might reasonably function. Rendez-
vous with Rama is an exemplary work of science fictional speculation. 

The Rama Trilogy 

After Rendezvous with Rama, Clarke wrote three sequels in collabora-
tion with Gentry Lee: Rama II (1989)12; The Garden of Rama (1991)13; and 
Rama Revealed (1993).14 These books, collectively known as the Rama 
trilogy, are set farther in the future, and they form a largely self-contained 
opus with a new cast of characters. Robin Reid notes differences between 
these books and Clarke�s fiction, as a whole, such as a greater focus on 
sex, an emphasis on religious beliefs, and less optimism about the possi-
bilities of human development.15

The Rama trilogy reveals that the advanced, space-faring civilisation 
depicted in Rendezvous with Rama was subsequently destroyed by eco-
nomic collapse. This resulted from a period of narcissistic greed and ex-
cess, triggered by the psychological impact on human civilisation of the 
contact with Rama.16 The trilogy offers an entirely different picture of the fu-
ture, one with social arrangements much more like our own. For example, it 
no longer seems common for people to live extended lives (though, confus-
ingly, we are told that medicine is one field that is more advanced than in 
2130).17 Moreover, the benign developments in sexual and familial ar-
rangements shown in Clarke�s original novel have apparently been forgot-
ten. The collapse of the civilisation portrayed in Rendezvous with Rama al-
lows the authors of the Rama trilogy to present far more conventional char-
acters and motivations. 

Rama II deals with events in 2200 when another Rama artifact ap-
pears in the Solar System. Much of the plot resembles that of the original 
book, but exploring a Rama artifact proves to be a far deadlier occupation 
than it did the first time around. Unlike Rendezvous with Rama, Rama II is 
full of melodramatic confrontations, grandiose speeches, and lengthy pas-
sages of expository material. Written with all the hallmarks of an attempted 
best-seller, it deals in multiple subplots, forbidden secrets, and evil charac-
ters, notably the beautiful but villainous Francesca Sabatini, whose status 
as a bad woman � a soap opera �bitch� � is coded by her direct sexuality 
and the fact that she has an abortion without qualms. There is less empha-
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sis on science, and the authors even appear to have forgotten that Raman 
gravity is supposed to be only point six of a gee. In familiar Hollywood style, 
many of the crew on the space ship sent to check out the second Rama are 
astonishingly unprofessional (certainly when compared to the competent, 
well-trained, and dedicated astronauts of Rendezvous with Rama). 

The Garden of Rama involves a voyage to the Node, an alien facility 
for refitting Rama ships (as we must call them by this point of the overall 
narrative). It tells the story of three characters, one female (the main char-
acter, Nicole des Jardins) and two male, after they have been stranded on 
the second Rama. This is accompanied by endless sexual complications � 
and endless un-Clarkelike angst about them � that underline the fact that 
humanity has forgotten or abandoned the changed mores described in 
Rendezvous with Rama. In The Garden of Rama, the Ramans establish a 
whole society of two thousand people on the second Rama ship, allowing 
them to observe the social interactions of human beings in microcosm. The 
ship becomes a tough frontier world in which crooks take over government. 

Rama Revealed, the final novel of the trilogy, describes the continuing 
conflicts on the second Rama, both among the humans and between the 
badly-led humans and aliens referred to as octospiders. The artificial intelli-
gences in charge have to sort out the horribly degenerated situation. An-
other example of how the civilisation described in Rendezvous with Rama 
has been forgotten is that Nicole is shocked when it is revealed that her 
one-time lover, Michael O�Toole, is still alive at 120. It transpires that the in-
telligences behind the Rama ships are involved in classifying and studying 
life forms, particularly space-faring ones, in our part of the galaxy. Ulti-
mately, a religious explanation is given for the aliens� activities, and this is 
largely accepted by the characters, though some minor doubt is cast on it. 
It seems that God is attempting to get universes to develop into states of 
harmony, and is experimenting with what is required. Everything we have 
been shown, involving the activities of the Rama ships, has evidently been 
part of God�s will. 

Conclusion 

Though vivid and suspenseful, and perhaps successful in their own 
terms, Rama II and its sequels are very different books from Rendezvous 
with Rama. They rely on such formulaic blockbuster elements as passion-
ate confrontations between characters who are supposedly on the same 
side, forbidden secrets, scheming women, and sexual intrigue. They retreat 
from many of the impulses behind Clarke�s original novel, including its 
strong emphasis on the functioning of an attractive future civilisation with 
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social arrangements different from our own. The authors of the Rama tril-
ogy have seemingly felt the need to efface that civilisation to allow for the 
trilogy�s far more melodramatic narrative. What should be inferred from this, 
if we are interested in the relationship between utopian thinking and sci-
ence fiction? 

It is, of course, dangerous to generalise from one case study, but con-
sideration of Rendezvous with Rama confirms a familiar and plausible point 
� that hard science fiction, and related forms such as space opera, blend 
well with a certain kind of utopian impulse. The emphasis is likely to be 
placed on positive images of technocracy and the idea that the mores of 
society are mutable. In particular, social mores may be shaped by techno-
logical change. By contrast, the elements of a familiar �best-seller� style 
that I have identified in the Rama trilogy appear to be inimical to utopian-
ism. 

The stock character types and cliched passions of such works depend 
on a background of social arrangements that are recognisably similar to our 
own, however far in the future, or however distant in space, they may be 
set. Such melodrama requires certain obvious distortions: for example, pro-
fessionals such as astronauts must act with an extraordinary level of in-
competence, conflict of interest, and indulgence in emotional excess. 
These same distortions, however, rely on widespread anxiety or cynicism 
about how things �really� happen in our own world. All of this would be out 
of place in a society that is presented as transformed for the better from our 
own, with citizens who are socialised in totally different ways. 

In short, a comparison of Rendezvous with Rama and the Rama tril-
ogy suggests that utopianism of a particular kind is compatible with hard 
science fiction and related forms. It does not appear so compatible with the 
formulaic elements of the blockbuster best-seller novel. The blockbuster 
style may be successful in exciting passions, and in validating fears about 
the corrupt ways in which social institutions, powerful individuals, and beau-
tiful women �really� operate. One thing it cannot do so readily is provide the 
literary vehicle for a rendezvous with utopia. 

Monash University 
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Utopia and the Dirty Secret of Architecture 

Craig B Johnson 

Utopia is not a state, not an artists’ colony. It is 
the dirty secret of all architecture, even the most 
debased: deep down all architecture, no matter 
how naïve and implausible, claims to make the 
world a better place.1

–Rem Koolhaas 

New York skyline, complete with the black tow-
ers of the World Trade Centre. These were so 
intensely peculiar-looking, in retrospect, so 
monolithically sci-fi blank, unreal, that they now 
seemed to Milgrim to have been Photoshopped 
into every image he encountered them in.2

–William Gibson 

In the theorization of Utopia in critical theory two paths of development 
have been widely acknowledged. On the one hand there is the Utopian 
plan, or project, identified by Fredric Jameson (among others) as a sweep-
ing design that claims to solve and negate a social and political situation, in 
favour of an actually built, and better one. On the other hand, we find the 
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Utopian impulse, a markedly different affair, having to do not with building a 
brand new society or revolution, but with a displaced, striving desire or 
�wish� to be something else under limited conditions, and a hint at a differ-
ent future or unresolved present, an idea Jameson borrows from Ernst 
Bloch. This paper is invested in both varieties, from the already compli-
cated and complicating perspective of architecture. 

Of the arts, architecture does not function without a concept of pro-
gress, which is naturally linked to Utopian discourse. Architecture may in-
deed be the strongest site of imagining the future, because the discipline of 
building, the raw material of construction and the consequent unavoidable 
configurations of social space, are always focused on the world to come, as 
opposed to a mere literary or SF speculation. The Japanese architect Mi-
noru Yamasaki�s career is revealing in this context because of the curious 
parallel dialectics of Utopia and dystopia we may read in two of his major 
works, namely Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis (1951-1972) and the World Trade 
Centre in New York (1972-2001). These works have both witnessed a pro-
found reversal of their initial Utopianism, and in turn have problematized 
the meta-narrative of progress itself. Both works have become famous 
twice; first, for their individuality and originality, late modern projects that 
were Utopian and daring in scale, and second for the demolition or outright 
destruction of the very same works, for vastly different reasons. 

The intention of this paper is not to provide an overview of the situation 
of architecture in the aftermath of the despicable twin events of 11 Sep-
tember 2001 and the subsequent Anglo-American invasion and occupation 
of cities in Afghanistan and Iraq, which characterise the current era. In fact, 
such an overview is virtually impossible. I do, however, aim to renew the 
critical context for the way in which the event of the rebuilding of lower 
Manhattan is conceived in public discourse, by reflecting on Yamasaki and, 
later, the critical architecture of Lebbeus Woods. The Silverstein-Libeskind 
project exemplifies colossal lack of imagination, a return to tradition using 
the form of a huge tower (a superstitious 1,776 feet high), difficult to justify 
economically, to effectively express power, prestige and American national 
history. My argument results in an opening onto a situation that is radically 
incomplete, messy and incommensurate. Dialogic, I hope, not monological. 

The architectural development of Ground Zero, the site where Yama-
saki�s twin towers once stood, has no choice but to be publicly justified in 
progressive terms, however misleading. Developer Larry Silverstein�s com-
promised adaptation of Polish American architect Daniel Libeskind�s design 
for the site provides us with a structure that is not Utopian, nor dystopian 
exactly, but radically nostalgic for the near-past (that temporality that is said 
to be least accessible to us). Nostalgia may be here understood as the in-
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verse of Utopia, a groping for what was rather than what might be. The pa-
per goes on to argue that in the work of Woods we find a critical architec-
ture which proposes a fresh distance on the reality of construction that is 
going ahead. His refusal to think in already existing terms allows for a 
questioning of the deployment of architecture and restoration today. His 
own unofficial proposal for the site provides a rethinking of the mega-tower 
as a form, harking back to the avant-garde cognitive renewal of what archi-
tecture might be. In the spirit of Fredriech Kiesler and the Italian Superstu-
dio group, above all we find a demand in Woods� �anarchitecture� that ar-
chitecture be thought otherwise, theoretically endless, and perpetually un-
finished and always negotiating a novel relation to the present. 

Razing Radiant Cities 

The �frontier of the sky� was one of modernity�s great architectural 
conquests in the form of the tower and the high-rise, forms that have con-
stituted the Ur-form of the late capitalist skyline. In his Delirious New York, 
Rem Koolhaas reflected on the Utopian value of these forms: �the Sky-
scraper as utopian device for the production of unlimited numbers of virgin 
sites on a single metropolitan location.�3 Floor upon floor of identical rooms 
could now be created on a small land plot, the mass production of vertical 
space. Previously anything above level two was considered unfit for com-
mercial usage and floors above the fifth uninhabitable. And it was a devel-
oper�s dream come true, as is well known, to be able to multiply value so 
economically with the arrival of the inventor Elisha Otis� elevator in the 
1870s, to turn empty air into real estate in the theoretically endless addition 
of floors that required no tedious legwork. 

From the beginning this internal transportation machine lent itself to a 
community in immense layered grids floating above the city. Combined with 
the arrival of air-conditioning, its residential future was the state mass hous-
ing solution, on the one hand, and designer luxury apartments, on the other 
(the latter, tall and skinny, almost as if to reflect the model people supposed 
to live there). From this combination of technologies, what emerges is the 
possibility of a �street in the sky,� a hermetic community columned high 
above ground, and a new form of congested existence. The most marvel-
lous have shopping streets suspended inside, such as Le Corbusier�s Unite 
d�Habitation. For the cognitive life of the residents it was a specifically 
�modern� experience that combines, in a sort of paradox that Baudelaire 
would have liked, intimacy and anonymity in the same space. Residents 
are close but apart, within touch but out of reach, physically present but 
emotionally absent. The characteristics of the modern street and modern 
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crowd are transferred into the sky. 
Critics frequently associate the end of Utopia in modern architecture 

with the end of modernity itself, such as Charles Jencks and the numerous 
uncritical repetitions of his all too brief analyses. The modernist vision has 
been turned upside down in both real architectural projects that deployed 
the highest principals of Corbusian modernity and wonderfully dramatised 
as a �dystopia� in fiction, for example in J. G. Ballard�s novel High-Rise 
(1975), a narrative with a building at the centre which provides the means 
or possibility for the descent of young professionals into barbarism, and the 
social disintegration of the luxury tower they have collectively, initially en-
thusiastically purchased. Another dramatic example, complete with modern 
high-rise residents turning on one another in alarming and horrifying ways, 
is David Cronenberg�s Shivers, also known as They Came from Within 
(1975). The luxury tower will not be emphasised in what follows, however, 
as I shall endeavour to examine instead its opposite, the state mass hous-
ing solution. In particular, the fate of Yamasaki�s attempt, in Corbusian 
terms, at a �radiant city� of �machines for living,� in the immediate post-war 
years. 

One of the many optimistic designs for mass housing of poor people 
after the Second World War was Yamasaki�s Pruitt-Igoe plan in St. Louis. 
Yet, it was a recognised disaster only a few years after its completion; there 
was evidence of disrepair, vandalism, and crime, and people who could af-
ford to do so began moving out (most were forced to stay).4 When the pro-
ject was finished in 1956 it was hailed as a great advance and even took 
home an award from the American Institute of Architects. But in 1972 it be-
came a symbol of the separation of plan and Utopia in architecture. The 
five million dollars the Housing Authority spent to improve it did not really 
help (not enough money, even then). Then images of Pruitt-Igoe giving way 
to dynamite were aired as a �live� event on national American television. 
Progress came to mean � in the well-known reversal � demolition not con-
struction. (Footage of the demolition can be seen in luxurious slow motion 
to the sound of Philip Glass in the 1983 film Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of Bal-
ance directed by Godfrey Reggio.) The televised event was given iconic 
status by Charles Jencks: �Modern architecture died in St Louis, Missouri 
on July 15, 1972 at 3.32pm (or thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe 
scheme, or rather several of its slab blocks, were given the final coup de 
grace by dynamite.�5 First three of the buildings were demolished, the fol-
lowing year all thirty-three of the flat-topped apartment blocks were razed. 
Looking at photographic stills of the event, today�s contemporary viewer 
may discern eerie retrospective overtones of the more recent spectacle of 
annihilation: the same architect�s later achievement crashing this time to 
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the streets of Manhattan on 11 September 2001. This was of course a de-
struction conducted by quite different parties for quite different reasons on 
a rather different kind of tower (that story will not be reconstructed here). 

In Pruitt-Igoe Utopian plan became slum construction. The plan�s 
demolition has been for over thirty years now the example of the failure of 
Utopian planning in architecture. (Countless other examples could be 
drawn from Eastern Europe, especially where such housing towers have 
not been torn down.) It is not a closed discussion. For years, at least since 
Jencks presented his argument in The Language of Post-Modern Architec-
ture in 1977, this moment has been deployed in articles, countless student 
lectures on modern architecture, and textbooks as the defining moment of 
the �death� of modern architecture. It has attained a cult status among ar-
chitects and non-architects. The project was designed to create community 
through design. For example, Yamasaki combined open horizontal �galler-
ies� on every third floor with �skip-stop� lifts (elevators that stopped only at 
gallery floors and that required residents to go up or down stairs to get to 
their apartments) with the intention of community construction,  so that de-
sign would perform forced encounters between residents going about their 
lives. But it was not long before these innovations were widely known nui-
sances and danger zones.6 In addition, to save funds and house more 
people, services such as gyms, a green grocer, and playgrounds were re-
moved from the plan, with the sole remaining artefact a community centre 
(which merely kept the Housing Authority rent collectors). 

The most visible Utopian element of Pruitt-Igoe lies in its ideological 
association with the classical modernist vision, which had to do with ab-
stract space and universal geometries, as opposed to the radical specificity 
of place, the identity and complexity of population, and situated need. The 
teleological belief held that the modernist aesthetic �proceeded triumphalis-
tically from the new to the newest.�7 The ever enlarging secular and tech-
nological enlightenment suggested �progress toward a perfected world was 
inevitable, making the past obsolete.�8 For Yamasaki the teleology of 
Pruitt-Igoe was meant to distil down into the very bodies of its inhabitants: 
�[I]ts Purist style, its clean, salubrious hospital metaphor, was meant to in-
stil, by good example, corresponding virtues in the inhabitants � intelligent 
planning of abstract space was to promote healthy behaviour.�9 But all this 
occurs within the structure of class society, so it is not necessarily tenable 
to compare the highest ideals of architectural modernity with Pruitt-Igoe, 
which was a state adaptation of such ideals, which meant poorer quality 
materials and often whole elements of the plan left out to save money. The 
Lakeshore Drive modernism of Mies van der Rohe in Chicago, which used 
the best of everything, including real estate and views, does not compare. 



░    Utopia and the Dirty Secret of Architecture 35 

At Pruitt-Igoe low cost and low services were the primary design considera-
tions.10 Therefore any association with �modernism� was ideological, be-
cause modernism, deployed neutrally, really meant �bourgeois modernism.� 
A deeply structural anti-Utopia was at work. 

To be sure, any respectable analysis will seek to examine not just the 
design process but also the precise socio-historical moment of Pruitt-Igoe. 
It is the latter that has gone under-discussed in accounts of this phenome-
non of architectural history, according to Elizabeth Birmingham, whose long 
essay tries to shift the old emphasis on design and the modes of reading, 
or inability to �read,� as was the case, that Jencks interpreted, onto another 
plane of thought. The complex had many problems that were not simple 
�design� issues, but social planning ones: �The final plan designated the 
Igoe apartments for whites and the Pruitt apartments for blacks. Whites 
were unwilling to move in, however, so the entire Pruitt-Igoe project soon 
had only black residents.�11 Birmingham writes: 

[T]he ascendant myth that traces the failure of high modernism to 
the demolition of Pruitt-Igoe by asserting that the focus on poor peo-
ple�s inability to �read� high modernism, and hence Pruitt-Igoe, is not 
simply shifting the grounds of an argument that needs to be about 
race and poverty. It is also simply wrong. The residents of Pruitt-Igoe 
read and de-coded that housing project perfectly, recognizing it for 
what it was�an urban reservation which had the effect of containing 
and segregating those residents from the rest of the city and the 
city�s resources.12

Birmingham brings the notion of �structural racism� into the debate to con-
tradict the comfortable picture Jencks had drawn that concluded with the 
high cultural problem of how different groups �read� architecture. In other 
words, the project did not fail because its users were not trained in reading 
architecture. Jencks posits the principals of modernism as primarily cogni-
tive rather than lived, bodily, socio-economic, and racialised. Furthermore, 
as Birmingham reveals, �community never materialised� but not because of 
failed design but rather because of the actions of the Housing Authority, 
which rewarded tenants for informing on the activities of other tenants. 
Moreover, the commonest �crimes� reported were having an income or liv-
ing with one�s husband.13 Without wanting to apologise for the architecture 
each building must be cast in light of a complex to do with processes that 
are at once social, racial, and ultimately linked to the realities of capital, 
ownership and distribution that lie at the secret centre of Utopian desire. 
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Freedom Tower or Sword of Empire 

The critic and curator Okwui Enwezor was quick to critically connect 
architectural form and politics after the World Trade Centre twin towers 
were destroyed: �the skyscraper is today obsolete not because of its lack of 
functionality and efficiency, but rather, as a modern emblem of progress it 
has entered into a stage of uncertainty.�14 He writes, �today it may in fact 
appear not only conservative but also reactionary,� signalling a final end � 
theoretically, socially, practically � to the once marvelled �frontier of the 
sky.� 

It is timely to note that Minoru Yamasaki�s WTC buildings were prem-
ised on a Utopianism of the West, the grand narrative of North America, 
New York in particular, as the centralisation point of world trade and emerg-
ing globalisation. Its full-blown destruction was a sure symptom of the 
West�s waning power, its openness to question. If today the tower as a 
form is heralded in terms of �progress� or �freedom,� as witness the rebuild-
ing project, it is conceivable that the current regime has begun to exploit in 
architecture the collective, emotive impulses and reserves of pre-�war-on-
terror� times that are still collectively at work, however unconscious, in the 
present. The rebuilding of Ground Zero in the image of a big tower is, to 
borrow from Ernst Bloch, a fascist technique, not to create anything new 
but to falsify or pervert an older (modernist) tradition. It is the mark of what 
Bloch called �non-contemporaneity,�15 and a refusal to confront the contra-
dictions of the present, contradictions that question the definition of �archi-
tecture� understood as mere built object. 

The �abstract and structurally daring� towers of Yamasaki�s WTC 
brought modernism to its apotheosis in New York upon completion in 1972 
(incidentally, the same year Pruitt-Igoe was demolished). The edifices were 
twins so large they dominated the skyline but did not really �participate� in 
it, as Koolhaas remarked many years later.16 They exemplified what that 
theorist called �Bigness,� a condition of the large in which architecture 
competes with the city rather than contributes to it. Enwezor has argued 
that the events of 11 September 2001 took the comfortable West by sur-
prise, with the strongest shift of the margin to the centre in our time. Of 
course the centre responded by invading two countries, Afghanistan and 
Iraq, and declaring a ubiquitous, absurd war on an emotion, namely �ter-
ror,� which has resulted in far greater bloodshed than the no less despica-
ble New York and Pentagon attacks that left approximately 3,000 dead. 
Elizabeth Grosz is one theorist who encourages us to �think architecture 
otherwise,� which is at stake here, when architecture has strangely become 
America�s metaphor for returning to a solid ground that is likely gone for-



░    Utopia and the Dirty Secret of Architecture 37 

ever. It is a question 

that cannot and should not be answered but must be continually 
posed, rigorously raised in such a way as to defy answers, when-
ever architecture � sinks comfortably into routine, into formulas, ac-
cepted terms, agreed upon foundations, an accepted history of an-
tecedents, or a pre-given direction.17

Trade remains the West�s naturalised future (however complex and prob-
lematic the �West� may have become). The WTC was originally conceived 
as a kind of achieved Utopia of conspicuous elite trade, and gave strong, 
practical architectural form to the contents of the emergent global capital-
ism. Pruitt-Igoe has not been thought of as an antecedent for the new 
WTC. Yet, can we conceive of Pruitt-Igoe as an antecedent here? �World 
trade� would have to be radically rethought to connect, in Anthony Vidler�s 
terms, to �the housing question that still haunts architecture and develop-
ment on a global scale.�18 The WTC � unlike that other great invention of 
the Cold War years, the Internet, focussed on dispersed information that 
could survive a nuclear attack on the US19 � was a big centralisation ma-
chine and thus prone to attack from its conception; arborescent, not rhi-
zomic. Yamasaki: 

[T]he legislatures of the two states [New Jersey and New York] di-
rected the Port Authority to construct a World Trade Centre, to bring 
together the activities of private firms and public agencies engaged 
in world trade in one central location, thus facilitating international 
business contacts among the members of the foreign-trade commu-
nity of this country�s major port. The centre�s intent is to provide 
communication, information, proximity, and face-to-face conven-
ience for exporters, importers, freight forwarders, customs brokers, 
international banks, and the many other enterprises involved in 
world trade.20

If the skyscraper as an emblem of progress has entered a stage of uncer-
tainty it should be alarming that the winning design of the Port Authority of 
New York�s competition held quickly after the event of destruction included 
a rhetorically strong (and very big) Freedom Tower. The name alone em-
bodies an oxymoron, or the reification of �freedom� as architecture. As 
Koolhaas has suggested, the competition was not intended �to restore the 
city�s vitality or shift its center of gravity, but to create a monument at a 
scale that monuments have never existed (except under Stalin).�21 It is an 
attempt to symbolise control, or a substitute for control in a situation of un-
certainty.  
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Unavoidable in any discussion of these matters is the (now signifi-
cantly altered) plan adapted from Daniel Libeskind�s original design, which 
is in construction now: the Freedom Tower plus a circle of related buildings. 
His circle motif was supposed to contradict New York�s famed modernist 
grid, a mere formal game that is a far cry from Grosz� call for �thinking ar-
chitecture otherwise,� which means going beyond planning a mere built ob-
ject. His design won in a furore of praise for its rhetoric of memory and 
trauma and narrative of freedom, light, and memorisation.22 Indeed, there 
is also a visual rhetoric of the design that has to do with a refusal to ac-
knowledge the heaviness of structures coming down into the street and 
city. The artists� impression of the Freedom Tower, widely circulated in the 
media, is a colourful, shining, almost floating installation, looking more like 
a giant hologram than an actually built, everyday mega-tower of glass and 
steel standing apart from the city. The narrative of an aggressive phallus 
has also been gently silenced, so too its function to perpetuate the hegem-
ony of US global trade, which retains an aura of inevitability. 

The Freedom Tower, with its monolithic spike stretched aloft, was ap-
parently designed to mirror the nearby Liberty�s torch, but rather recalls 
Kafka�s imaginative perversion of her torch in the opening pages of his 
novel America that sees it replaced by a sword.23 Symbolically, one might 
say, the spike reflects less the torch of enlightenment than it does the 
sword of empire, which reveals the project as a symptomatic one. 

Building on the Existential Remnants of War 

The intriguing and multifaceted, yet oddly under-discussed career of 
architect Lebbeus Woods has been characterised by a refusal to accept the 
continuation of architecture as it is. This subversive aspect is consistently 
so strong that his designs refuse the conventions of engineering, offering 
images that stand alone in the scene of architecture, as sites of impossibil-
ity. Woods is not a Utopian, however, and is less interested, as I see it, in 
jostling multiple or totalised futures into view, a task perhaps better suited 
to SF film and the novel as forms, than he is with indirectly indicating what 
he calls �indigestibility,�24 an aesthetic based on the resistance to being 
consumed by a system. His drawings, models, installations and writings 
gravitate one towards the emergent and the new, but also the turbulent and 
difficult to consume past. One is aware of a deep effort to maintain the diffi-
culty of the past, its complexity, a field of frictions that do not permit nostal-
gia to take hold. 

Woods has been preoccupied with his own vocabulary of architectural 
thinking, mostly involving the oft-unstated connections between architec-
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ture and war, which he bases, after the tradition of the �social body� and the 
�body politic,� on the human body in various states of damage and repair, 
the city as a kind of �war body.� In his many writings he claims the tabula 
rasa structure of modernism as a serious loss to society, arguing against 
the commonsense notion of restoration, which is a version of erasure. More 
complex states of time in architecture are possible. He writes: �Wherever 
the restoration of war-devastated urban fabric has occurred in the form of 
replacing what has been damaged or destroyed, it ends in parody, worthy 
only of the admiration of tourists.�25 He proposes that ruins be deployed 
rather than swept up and cast aside, challenging the idea of always build-
ing on a clean surface, a modernistic absolute new beginning. Jencks ex-
pressed a similar sentiment for Pruitt-Igoe: �Without doubt, the ruins should 
be kept, the remains should have a preservation order slapped on them, so 
that we keep alive a memory of this failure in planning and architecture.�26 
Woods further notes that it would be comforting to find pleasant metaphors 
to describe the processes of �building on the existential remnants of war� 
but this would betray the work�s character. He proposes an architecture of 
�scabs� and �scar construction�, of �abrasions� and of healing as a deep 
process, not a �cosmetic� one. He writes in War and Architecture: 

Ragged tears in walls, roofs, and floor structures created by explo-
sions and fires are complex forms and figurations, unique in their 
history and meaning. No two are alike, yet they all share a common 
aspect: they have resulted from the unpredictable effects of forces 
released in the calculated risks of war. They are the beginnings of 
new ways of thinking, living, and shaping space.27

The site of Ground Zero was quickly recoded as an �empty� space in the 
long, difficult clean up project in 2001. So, for Woods, the preliminary 
tabula rasa has already been realised, and the initial potential for embodied 
memory erased, meaning his proposal for the site departs from his rhetoric 
of �scar construction.� It was too late for that (the temporary tourist appara-
tus at Ground Zero notwithstanding). Yet, Woods has proposed an alterna-
tive to the Freedom Tower; diagnostic or critical, rather than symptomatic. 
The remainder of the paper will examine its pseudo-Utopian efforts. 

In Woods� own �intentionally abstract � architecturally incomplete�28 
design for the WTC site he poses a provocation to a culture that cannot 
think Utopically, and whose only foreseeable historical future is the �more 
and more� structure of consumer capitalism, with its regime of celebrity and 
competition. The architect has been critical of the whole approach of archi-
tecture after 11 September 2001. He writes: 

When the World Trade Centre towers fell, the only question obsess-
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ing architects was who would be commissioned to rebuild them. 
What could have been a great moment of debate about the relation-
ship of architecture to the city, indeed, of the state of architecture as 
an idea and practice, was lost. In its place was a media spectacle to 
which many of the best architects docilely submitted, sacrificing sub-
stance to celebrity. But that is it: in the emerging monological cul-
ture, one deprived of dialectic and dialogue, dissention does not 
count. You are either with us or against us. You are either in the 
game, or you are out.29

It is no accident that Woods� own design � so intellectually stimulating, a bit 
playful � was not part of the competition and had to be independently pub-
lished. It is a purely imaginative vision, not a �plan� or �finished form� but a 
concept.30 In Jameson�s terms, we could say it embodies the Utopian im-
pulse, �that monumental part that cannot be the whole and yet attempts to 
express it.�31

Woods� proposal for Ground Zero exemplifies his anti-anti-Utopian po-
sition: it is a building that is in a state of incompletion and �remains per-
petually under construction, and its ultimate height is not yet known.�32 
Again, connecting architecture to the realm of the living, not static, he de-
ploys the rhetoric of �growing.� The architect proposes less a discrete built 
object than an organisational structure. Woods names it the �World Cen-
tre,� packed with rentable space: offices, public and private housing, as well 
as shopping malls, commercial facilities, sports and recreation, and so on, 
with several interlocking systems of internal mass transit that link to Man-
hattan horizontally underground. The main feature is a �vertical memorial 
park� called the Ascent that not only permits four experiences, but offers a 
complete rethinking of how architecture relates to the city: 

The Pilgrimage (one month) is for the devout and consists of travers-
ing a difficult vertical path through a series of stations, ordered by a 
narrative of the events and aftermath of 9/11. The Quest (one week) 
is for the ambitious and consists of a series of climbs up near-
vertical faces, ledges, resting places, and camps � The Trip (two or 
three days) is for the vacationer, with or without family, and consists 
of a series of platforms, lifts, escalators, interactive displays, hotels, 
restaurants, vistas, and educational entertainment ordered by the 
story of 9/11, and the histories of New York City, the skyscraper, and 
urban life. The Tour (half a day) is for day tourists and consists of a 
rapid elevator ride to the summit of the park.33

Woods organises his vision/super-structure into a series of existentially dis-
tinct experiential layers. They range from the slow and difficult (�climbs up 
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near-vertical faces�) to swift intensities of experience (�elevator ride to the 
Summit�). The pattern of slow and difficult to rapid and satisfying would re-
flect the classical models of modernist and postmodernist critical experi-
ence, both experiences of which are embedded simultaneously in the build-
ing and that further register a collapse of critical distance of both. It is a 
subtle critique and does not propose a radically new system, but defiance 
of the singular temporality involved in the actually existing quick competi-
tion and reproduction of the site, which has been product focussed from the 
beginning. Most significantly, Woods remains an architectural thinker, not 
succumbing to the way out of the �expanded field� of today�s contemporary 
art. His work seeks an altering of conditions from within the discipline of ar-
chitecture. 

In a sense the project is an elaborate spoof on the conceptual limita-
tion of designs submitted into the competition � the images in his proposal 
are high concept, gestures not plans, evocative rather than suggestive of 
the next practical step toward construction. The obvious exclusion of the 
word �trade� from the name of the building � the World Centre � inherits a 
strong sense of the globalisation of the late twentieth century but tries to 
remove the association of imperialism that Lenin, for one, connected to in-
ternational trade in its highest form. However, as long as the so-called 
World Centre � as much as the United Nations headquarters � is located 
not simply in New York but in the United States at all, one has to seriously 
question its effectiveness as a contributor to a different kind of world, as ar-
chitecture sunk in a quagmire of neo-liberalism. 

This ambiguous proposal recommends the continuity of the (now reac-
tionary, according to Enwezor) skyscraper to mega-dimensions. It recom-
mends a critical state of perpetual becoming, reminiscent of Kielser�s �end-
less house,� or Superstudio�s �continuous monument,� a brutally epic con-
crete structure that wraps across the oceans joining distant cities, but in the 
same thought recommends impossibility. The failure of Woods� invention 
lies in its structural complicity with the skyscraper form itself, a continuation 
of the myth of Western society�s phallic superiority. Indeed, the World Cen-
tre is intended to grow perpetually and always be the tallest building in the 
world. The World Centre, then, like the Anglo-American �war on terror,� is 
conceived as having no end. The Centre is a monument therefore to the 
ideology of permanent contemporaneity, unlike, for instance, a monument 
to WWI that always has a delimited time period (1914-1918). 

Earlier in modern history, we may conclude, we erected monuments 
retrospectively, when events ended, rather than when they began, prospec-
tively. Possessing a definite beginning (2001) but no end the Freedom 
Tower resembles monuments to Stalinist leaders (think for instance, in the 
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Korean example, �Kim Il-sung, 1912-Infinity�). Woods, in line with the archi-
tects in the competition, has not conceptualised the �waning power of New 
York� (Koolhaas� phrase) as the centre of contemporary culture in its prop-
erly global dimension, but he has offered a complicated relationship be-
tween architecture and time, notably from within the discipline of architec-
ture, not outside of it in the freer, more autonomous and less commercial 
discipline of �art.� The subversiveness of his project is enhanced by its lack 
of seriousness on a highly serious topic. As the first stones of the new WTC 
building are laid, challenging the continuation of things as they are is im-
perative � which means finding ways to think architecture otherwise. 
Woods� work emerges to show us that a rethinking of how things are, no 
matter how implausible, is still a possibility. 

Finally, it must be asked, but not answered in simple terms, in discus-
sions of the quick rebuilding of lower Manhattan, of the so-called �Freedom 
Tower,� where is the reciprocal debate, and reciprocal design proposals, 
about architectural reconstruction in Kabul, Baghdad, Falluja, and the other 
brutalised Afghan and Iraqi cities that have seen a kind of daily 9/11 on 
their streets in the past half decade? The best-resourced global building 
and architectural firms � the ones busily redoing the WTC, or creating the 
consumption-paradise called Dubai � have not been redeployed to rebuild 
the war-torn cities, to create fresh infrastructure, nor above all to propose 
architectural solutions to the �housing crisis which, unless addressed as a 
matter of urgency, could well assume catastrophic dimension.�34 The fund-
ing of repression that is American military occupation has not transferred to 
the funding of new growth. The ancient question, the decision to build 
housing or munitions, weaponry or �livingry� (Buckminster Fuller�s coinage), 
remains a staple for any dialectical understanding of this severely asym-
metrical architectural situation. 

Macquarie University 
Craig.Johnson@scmp.mq.edu.au 
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Anti-Utopianism and Fredric Jameson’s  

Archaeologies of the Future 

Darren Jorgensen 

It is most tempting to think of Fredric Jameson�s Archaeologies of the 
Future (2005) in utopian terms, as a contribution to the history of utopian 
philosophy represented by Theodor Adorno, Louis Marin and Herbert Mar-
cuse, if not Hegel, Marx and Jameson himself.1 To trace the line of utopian 
ideas in their works is to be seduced by Jameson�s own project, which has, 
since Marxism and Form (1971), mapped the utopian continuities that exist 
between an assortment of Marxist writers.2 Marxism and Form stands as a 
seminal beginning to Jameson�s utopian project, introducing the work of un-
translated German writers, including Walter Benjamin and Herbert Mar-
cuse, to a generation of Anglophonic scholars. One reviewer went so far as 
to recommend the book to English-speaking Germans to clear up the 
muddy phrases of Gyorgy Lukács and Ernst Bloch, claiming that Jameson 
presented a much more articulate version of their ideas!3 There is no better 
demonstration of the recognition effected upon the Marxist corpus by 
Jameson�s intellectual clarity than the conclusion to Aesthetics and Politics 
(1980), in which the hostility between Lukács and Bloch is transformed into 
two sides of the same politics.4 Indeed, the very meaning of Jameson�s 
Marxism comes about from just such theoretical sublimations as these, as 
disparate European projects are unified both intellectually and politically. 
The sheer synthetic power of Jameson�s writing makes it difficult to think 
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about his writing in terms that aren�t Jamesonian, the range of his project 
transforming Marxist literary criticism into a totality. 

Thus it is that in Archaeologies Jameson addresses the disputed ter-
rain of the utopian imagination, and more particularly the anti-utopian situa-
tion of our own times, a situation that leads him to argue for an �anti-anti-
Utopianism.�5 If there is a precedent for this manoeuvre it is Lukács, whose 
shifting positions were constantly negotiating with the hard line Soviet left in 
his native Hungary. Those things that many readers find repugnant in 
Lukács, including the appeal to a popular front position and the unveiling of 
the cognitive processes of capitalism in more and more areas of cultural 
life, Jameson has turned on his own historical situation. The rhetorical use 
of �we� in both Lukács and Jameson is exemplary of their unitary projects, 
the reference to some imagined unity beyond the fragmentations of capital-
ism serving to build an alliance not only between themselves and their 
readership, but also within the fragmented array of subject matter they treat 
in their writings. From a utopian point of view, the �we� is an invitation to 
collaborate with the author in building a shared platform from which a better 
world might be glimpsed. From the other side of the utopian barrier � from 
the point at which the contradictions of capitalism have resolved them-
selves � these contradictions assume their place in the struggle for social 
change, and even become a necessary part of the renewed struggle for to-
tality. This is the temptation that Archaeologies offers to its reader, not only 
as a work that oversees the history of work on utopias, but as a kind of 
summary of Jameson�s own oeuvre, offering a fundamental and faithful key 
with which to unlock his interpretive practice. As Perry Anderson notes, �No 
intellectual thread has been more continuous in his work� than utopianism, 
and it tempting to think of Archaeologies as the work of a major theoretical 
figure who has at last put his methodology on the table.6

To visualise Jameson�s utopianism, it is necessary to take a step back. 
Some of the best critiques of Marxism, after all, have come from beyond 
Marxism. Jean-François Lyotard and Jacques Derrida�s respective works 
on the libidinal and spectral qualities of Marxism are exemplary, subjecting 
it to a critique from beyond the popular front.7 It is without such ambition 
that I want to proceed here, but instead I want to begin to unravel some of 
Jameson�s utopian project by interrogating its methodology. Many contem-
porary readers will be familiar with Jameson�s Postmodernism: The Cultural 
Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), a book whose long influence has been due 
to its making sense out of a diverse array of cultural practices.8 The meth-
odology at work here was called �cognitive mapping,� an experimental yok-
ing together of texts that would render insights into the unconscious of their 
historical moment.9 Archaeologies, however, harks back to an earlier theo-
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retical strategy in Jameson�s career, that of �metacommentary,� whose as-
pirations to complexity and totality well prepared its author for his subse-
quent work on postmodernism. Metacommentary employs the dialectic to 
think its literary and theoretical subjects onto a higher, more complex plane 
of historical meaning. It is possible to divide Jameson�s oeuvre in two and 
along the lines of these different methods for building textual histories. Both 
metacommentary and cognitive mapping appear first in articles of the same 
name, but are most comprehensively employed in Jameson�s book-length 
works. So it is that, after the first appearance of the �Metacommentary� es-
say in 1971, it is possible to detect its operation, �a kind of mental proce-
dure that suddenly shifts gears, that throws everything in an inextricable 
tangle one floor higher,� in the books that followed it,10 including Marxism 
and Form (1971), The Prison-House of Language (1972), Fables of Ag-
gression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist (1979), but most es-
pecially in The Political Unconscious (1981).11 Cognitive mapping, mean-
while, is the declared method of Postmodernism (1991), to which The 
Seeds of Time (1994) reads as an addendum, and his works on cinema, 
Signatures of the Visible (1990) and The Geopolitical Aesthetic (1992), are 
companions.12 During this latter period Jameson also produced metacom-
mentary, writing through the 1990s on theoretical as much as cultural sub-
jects in Late Marxism (1990), Brecht and Method (1998), and A Singular 
Modernity (2002).13 While within the flow of his sentences the distinction 
between the two may sometimes blur, and tactics differ from the overall 
strategy of these books, it is possible to make such a division within 
Jameson�s oeuvre on the basis of their content, which is either literary-
theoretical or visual-cultural, and thus an instance of metacommentary or 
cognitive mapping.  

The literary-theoretical content of Archaeologies makes it an example 
of metacommentary, as its chapters range from the utopian philosophy of 
Bloch to the high science fiction of Stanislaw Lem and Ursula Le Guin. It 
also lies in the reading experience of the book itself, which, in the manner 
of Jameson�s other late metacommentaries, in particular Late Marxism 
(1990) and Brecht and Method (1998), tends toward complexity on the level 
of the sentence. If cognitive mapping is an attempt to clarify, to historicise 
in the face of cultural surplus, then metacommentary resists reductive ex-
planations, its complexities instead produced from within theory�s infinite 
self-reflexivity. The sheer range of material addressed by Archaeologies, 
from theory to fiction, from Freud to Greimas, from spatial to historical uto-
pianism, can only complicate the individual texts and topics to which it ad-
dresses itself, weaving a tangle that the �Metacommentary� essay of 1971 
argues should reveal the conditions by which its own interpretation is taking 



Darren Jorgensen    ░ 48 

place. The reading experience is vertiginous, a potentially infinite regress 
that only finds its feet again by virtue of a dialectic that appeals to history 
and politics as its ethical order. The debris of the last century is systema-
tised with a view to the ongoing utopian struggle for social change.  

It is not so much to this programmatic 1971 essay that we should turn 
to think through this system, but to its most ambitious realisation in The Po-
litical Unconscious. While today Postmodernism looms as Jameson�s most 
famous and relevant text, in the 1980s The Political Unconscious was just 
as influential on American literary studies.14 It made spectacular use of 
metacommentary, co-ordinating what appeared to be every contemporary 
movement of interpretive practice within itself, and thus raising them to an-
other level of interpretive practice that Jameson famously declared to be 
the ultimate horizon of Marxism. The Political Unconscious was contempo-
rary with several other works attempting to co-ordinate the different theo-
retical schools competing within the American academy at that time. Books 
such as Michael Ryan�s Marxism and Deconstruction (1982), Frank Len-
triccha�s After the New Criticism (1980), Stanley Fish�s Is there a Text in 
this Class? (1980), as well as the influential work of Hayden White, Edward 
Said and Terry Eagleton addressed the fragmentation of the humanities 
that had been brought about by the impact of French poststructuralism.15 
The Political Unconscious was by far the most influential of these works, 
testifying to the success of metacommentary as an interpretive practice, 
even if it may have only been Jameson who possessed the eidetic quality 
of mind to put it to work.  

For it is the quality of metacommentary not so much to argue with pre-
vious interpretive methodologies but to preserve them within the greater 
argument that metacommentary makes, to encrypt them like antique com-
puter codes that have been surpassed by new levels of machinic intelli-
gence. In the 1971 essay, Jameson argued that it was �wrong to want to 
decide, to want to resolve a difficulty.�16 Instead, it was better to shift these 
difficulties to a new theoretical level, to transform them dialectically into a 
means for further thought. The Political Unconscious demonstrated how to 
manage these levels of making meaning, co-ordinating three moments of 
interpretive practice. The first of these moments is the bibliophilic, in which 
author and text are placed in biographical and historical contexts that flesh 
out the intended meaning of the work. The second is interpretation, in 
which the representations of a text are reduced to what Jameson calls the 
ideologeme, the smallest possible formation of class struggle. It is in this 
moment that Jameson places those multiple means of reading texts that 
have preceded him, including New Criticism, structuralism, poststructural-
ism and even previous versions of Marxism itself. The metacommentary 
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succeeds these moments not only in the chronological development of lit-
erary theory itself, as it comes to self-consciousness (and this especially af-
ter poststructuralism), but in its capacity to both preserve and absorb these 
earlier methods as moments in its own interpretive practice.  

The ideologeme of metacommentary is the mode of production. While 
in our own day the mode of production is predominantly capitalist, this 
dominance does not exclude other modes that may well be simultaneous 
with it. Nor is this mode historically inevitable. The immense shifts in 
Europe from agrarian production to feudalism and capitalism are, then, not 
so much exclusive of each other, but take place as a series of overlapping 
and interpenetrating paradigms of economic organisation. Jameson�s fas-
cination with the transitions between these modes of production turn in 
metacommentary into the simultaneity of historically contingent interpretive 
practices. In The Political Unconscious such practices that were current in 
the 1970s are both simultaneous and successive, as New Criticism gives 
way to and is the condition for poststructuralism in American universities, 
which is in turn the condition for the coming to maturity of Marxism. The 
dialectical sublation that Jameson puts to work here, assimilating now one 
and now the other interpretive practice, is also at work in Archaeologies. 
The historical transitions between modes of production once again become 
a means of thinking through the appearance of spatial utopias, which de-
scribe the possibilities of radical change just when such a change appears 
historically immanent. 17 Not only utopian fiction writers but utopian theorists 
are read against the historical cusps upon which they sit, whether this be 
Thomas More living amidst the rise of a humanism that reacted to an early 
modern capitalism, or Bloch and Adorno, whose move from Nazi Germany 
to the US gave them insights into the culture of monopoly capitalism in the 
twentieth century. Similarly, the novels of Le Guin and Samuel Delany 
come to stand for different interpretive possibilities for utopianism that re-
volve around their own political situations. From its dialectical appearance 
amidst the throes of early modern capitalism to the haunting of twentieth 
century popular culture, from spatial to heterotopic narrative structures, the 
figure of utopia comes to co-ordinate the metacommentary at work in Ar-
chaeologies. 

If Archaeologies seems more heady than Jameson�s other works, 
more obscure in its aims, this is because the utopian methodology of meta-
commentary is identical to the utopia of its subject. Utopia interprets utopia, 
in a doubling that can be difficult to disentangle. In The Political Uncon-
scious, the utopian realisation of history was the absent totality to which 
metacommentary aspired, and to which the interpretive modes of Al-
thusserian Marxism, New Criticism and poststructuralism were subject. In 
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Archaeologies, metacommentary coordinates a series of utopian positions, 
threatening to regress into an unreflexive duplication of utopian ideas. The 
seduction of Jameson�s utopianism, the utopian space from which it 
mounts its critique, is identical to the object of this very critique. This dou-
bling of the utopian premises of Archaeologies is nowhere more evident 
than in its Introduction, where Jameson proclaims his �anti-anti-
Utopianism.�18 This dialectical doubling has the effect of a reversal as the 
utopian subject is placed at a greater and greater distance, lost in the com-
plexity of a metacommentary that is itself predicated on the complexity of 
the historical situation. Utopia is no longer identical to utopia because it 
must occur twice, it must become the utopia within utopianism. The dou-
bling takes several forms throughout Archaeologies, whether the spatial 
within the libidinal, the heterotopic within the systemic, or the personal 
within the social. Such complicating manoeuvres are typical of the meta-
commentary, within which contraries are both preserved and placed in dia-
lectical relation to one another. Yet here utopia occupies all positions, 
stands against and above itself, in a movement that is as irreconcilable as 
an identity is with itself. The doubling of the utopian wants to move dialecti-
cally into a movement of cancellation, in which the synthesis of terms would 
arrive at some higher plane, yet it is prevented from doing so because its 
synthesis would only be more of itself.  

To make sense of Jameson�s doubling of the utopian, in a metacom-
mentary that attempts to respond to those �structural ambiguities� of the 
capitalism that created utopia to begin with, it is only necessary to re-read 
critiques of The Political Unconscious.19 While this book appeared to great 
acclaim, those who made the most sophisticated critiques of it were not, as 
one might expect, poststructuralists or New Critics, but Marxists them-
selves. John Frow, for example, accused Jameson of being a structuralist 
in Marxist clothing, while Carl Freedman argued that The Political Uncon-
scious was a bourgeois intellectual history.20 These criticisms follow Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels� criticisms of utopian fantasy in The Communist 
Manifesto (1888), which constructs a popular front for the struggle against 
capitalism, and almost incidentally takes an anti-utopian position against 
the doodling of socialist fictions.21 Jameson�s attraction to a future that had 
not yet been realised is too impractical and allows the imaginative faculties 
too much freedom from historical realities.22 As Cornel West argues, the 
utopianism of The Political Unconscious �rests upon no specifiable histori-
cal forces potentially capable of actualizing it or upon the notion that every 
conceivable historical force embodies it.�23 West accuses The Political Un-
conscious of having no political consequences, no praxis to accompany its 
theory. Such a critique would rarely be launched at any other literary critic, 
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yet politics is the very terrain that Jameson stakes out for metacommen-
tary, the revolutionary imperative shared by utopian and anti-utopian Marx-
ists alike. For West, it is not only the form of utopianism that is at fault, it is 
also Jameson�s choice of critical object, this being a history of philosophy 
and a bourgeois literature that is a poor substitute for actual history. 
Jameson�s attraction to an immaterial history of philosophy, whether in 
Hegel, Marx, poststructuralism, or in the novels of Balzac, Gissing and 
Conrad, are for West seductions to be resisted. In adopting formalist strat-
egies Jameson is �breathing life� back into old, bourgeois texts.24 Eagleton 
echoes this critique of Jameson�s lack of praxis, arguing that the working 
class movement is missing from The Political Unconscious.25 For Eagleton, 
Jameson�s style compensates for a utopian future that cannot yet be real-
ised. �Jameson�s style displays an intriguing ambivalence of commentary 
and critique,� Eagleton writes, and �this springs from a similarly ambivalent 
relation to bourgeois culture, at once over-appropriative and over-
generous.�26 For Eagleton this is symptomatic of a Hegelian Marxism that 
subordinates the political to aesthetics.27

Jameson explicitly addresses the ambivalence of the utopian subject 
in Archaeologies, as he turns through the book from antinomies of personal 
and collective wish-fulfillment; to fancy and the architectonic imagination; to 
the hobbyist and dictator; to finally arrive at the difference between the 
Freudian subject and a Marxist equivalent. The ambivalence here lies in 
the irreconcilability of these antinomies, which are in fact one and the same 
� the chasm between one person�s vision of utopia and another�s reproduc-
ing itself over and over again. For Jameson this distance between the 
dreamer and the dream is an invariable part of the utopian. For Marx and 
Engels of The Communist Manifesto, such distance is a part of the utopian 
malaise. West and Eagleton are similarly interested in returning to an older 
Marxist class criticism so as to think utopia as part of the deterioration of 
bourgeois culture. For these anti-utopian Marxists, Jameson�s declaration 
of an anti-anti-utopianism only adds to the mystique of aesthetic culture, its 
ambivalent subject symptomatic of the very problems it purports to solve. 
This is nowhere more evident than in the chapters on incommensurable 
worlds. Addressing the impossibility of thinking about a utopia that lies be-
yond the barrier of massive social change, Jameson turns to science fic-
tion. Example upon example of the obstacles put before utopia are taken 
from Le Guin, John Brunner, Isaac Asimov and Lem, pointing as if directly 
to the difficulty of social change. Jonathan Swift�s utopian Houyhnhnms are 
perhaps the most extreme case described here, their utopianism constitu-
tionally unavailable as horses rather than people achieve the peaceable 
life.28 The doubled function of such descriptions of a utopia that lies un-
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available to human society is to reveal this structural limitation of utopia it-
self, and to mystify the utopian form.  

The problem sketched here lies in this ambivalence of utopian forms, 
and in the metacommentary that encases this ambivalence in Archaeolo-
gies. It is only necessary to revisit the 1971 essay �Metacommentary� to 
discover Jameson�s own early refusal of ambivalence. The emphasis on in-
terpretation in �Metacommentary� was a refutation of formalism for its own 
sake, represented by Susan Sontag, Russian Formalism and the French 
structuralisms. In 1971 Jameson embraces more of a materialist position 
regarding the imagination as a whole, directing his concluding paragraphs 
toward the fact of labour and its role in producing fiction. Freud�s wish-
fulfillment offers a way of thinking through those compensations for a life of 
alienated and cognitive labour. The imagination of science fiction becomes 
a way of imagining oneself doing �libidinally gratifying� work, a wish-
fulfillment that has its foundations in material life.29 Herbert Marcuse�s 
phrase helps to flesh out some of the changes in his position on utopianism 
since this essay was published in 1971. For, in the Archaeologies of 2005, 
Marcuse�s essay �The Affirmative Character of Culture� will become part of 
an argument about the �deep-structural rather than apolitical� undecidability 
of utopia and culture as such, this indecision being between its revolution-
ary potential and its ideological function in capitalism.30 For Marcuse, uto-
pian culture was a kind of psychic compensation for the exploitations of 
working life, an argument that Jameson�s �Metacommentary� took up in its 
case against ambiguity. 

If Archaeologies can be read as something of a meditation on the an-
tinomy of Freud and Marx, of the bourgeoisie subject with all the complexi-
ties of modern psychic life and the loss of this life in revolution, it is to Mar-
cuse that we can turn for an alternative dialectic. �The Affirmative Character 
of Culture� puts forward Nietzsche in place of Freud, proclaiming a nihilistic 
negation of culture in place of an ambivalence toward it. Here the affirma-
tion is of a thought that moves away from bourgeoisie coldness and toward 
a life of passion. Marcuse�s version of Nietzsche points out the double-bind 
that culture presents to this life, happiness only being possible when it is 
freed of illusion. Marcuse finds an unexpected socialism in Nietzsche, for 
whom the social order offers happiness without fulfillment. Since this order 
in modern times is one of unhappiness, it demands its own transformation. 
The difference between Marcuse and Jameson�s Archaeologies lies in the 
degree to which Jameson allows the individual�s concerns to enter into a 
dialectic with radical social change. The irreconcilable place of Jameson�s 
daydreamer, tinkerer and creative artist is immersed for Marcuse in an illu-
sion that can only continue to affirm bourgeois culture. �From the stand-
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point of the interest of the status quo,� he writes, �the real abolition of cul-
ture must appear utopian.�31 Utopia is that transformation of the libidinal will 
to affirm life into an appearance of affirmation, into affirmative culture as 
such. 

It is in this sense too that the metacommentary, in which interpretation 
after interpretation aspires to a totalising vision of the conditions for inter-
pretation itself, is not necessarily a revolutionary mode of thought. This is 
because the anti-anti-utopian position is for the radical Nietzchean or mate-
rialist Marxist the reactionary affirmation of a terrain already staked out by a 
culture of illusion. This is a culture in which differences are only ever partial 
from each other, while what Marcuse recognised in Nietzsche was the 
revolutionary affirmation of the absolute. Kim Stanley Robinson�s Mars Tril-
ogy (1992-1996), featured throughout Archaeologies, illuminates the rela-
tions between these differences and affirmations.32 In the first two books 
the new Martian colonists pursue their utopian fantasies for the planet in 
spite of each other, in activities that often place them in conflict with each 
others� interests and in dispute with Earth. The relations of force at work in 
the multiplicity of communitarian and ecological projects describe the het-
erogeneities of Nietzsche�s famous will to power. In their differences, �ac-
tive forces affirm, and affirm their difference: in them affirmation is first, and 
negation is never but a consequence, a sort of surplus of pleasure.�33 Life 
in these terms is not so much critical of other life, not a limit for another�s 
pleasure, but is in a relation of quality. This is the life pursued by Robin-
son�s early colonists on Mars, whose activities, from seeding Mars with in-
vented life to creating new modes of architecture and sport, are both uto-
pian and in a state of discord. The endless schemes thought up by these 
characters for the future are proximate to immediacy, as they turn to praxis 
on the planetary surface. As Gilles Deleuze writes of Nietzsche, �Modes of 
life inspire ways of thinking; modes of thinking create ways of living. Life ac-
tivates thought, and thought in turn affirms life.�34 By the third book all this 
activity has descended into a dull constitutionalism, conflict turning into fac-
tions that submit to the need implicit in the totality of the planet to work to-
gether rather than independently. Those original schemers and anarchists 
of the first two books turn into the utopian tinkerers for whom Jameson re-
serves a certain sympathy in Archaeologies, their situation in life castrated 
by the supremacy of reason and governance. The older colonists look in-
stead to the new colonists on Venus who are living the dream as they once 
did, utopianism always at the frontier, asserting an absolute rather than a 
relative difference. The victory of reactive forces on Mars is analogous to 
the submission of human life on Earth to capital, to which utopia stands 
now as a mirage that once was, or that can only be contemplated seriously 
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in youth. It is for this reason that Marcuse writes of the appearance of uto-
pia rather than of utopia itself, and of a negation that is only ever contin-
gent. 

If Marcuse arrives at this distinction in a dialectic between Nietzsche 
and Marx, while Jameson�s Archaeologies constitutes itself in an antinomy 
between Marx and Freud, it remains to think through the utopianism of 
Nietzsche and Freud, whose combination may well rephrase the problem. 
In the latter part of Archaeologies Jameson describes these unresolvable 
contraries in terms of a break between utopia and the historical world, nam-
ing that uncrossable chasm by which utopia becomes a critical negation. 
After an era of revolutions, it is not so much Marx but Nietzsche and Freud 
who are able to make sense of the failures of these revolutions. For both of 
these writers attempted to think through the retreat from the abyss of total 
transformation in their theorisation of a civilisation that repeated its own 
sameness. They named this repetition nihilism and narcissism respectively, 
both anti-utopian tendencies that restrain the possibilities of the present. 
For Nietzsche the psyche�s descent into everyday nihilism was one half of 
the eternal return of the same, the other facing transformation with a leap 
into an awakened consciousness, only to return once more to the forgetting 
that condemns the everyday. In Freud�s writing, the death drive keeps civi-
lisation bound to its repetition of the same, its narcissistic repetition mani-
festing an anti-utopian materialism of the living body that nevertheless 
wants to return to its unliving state of matter.35

The pessimism of Nietzsche and Freud stands in stark contrast to 
Marx�s own materialisms, which find instead that the human relation to mat-
ter is rich with the possibility of a certain liberation. Marcuse�s appropriation 
of Nietzsche is similarly enriched by revolutionary ideas. Ignoring the indi-
viduated nature of the eternal return, Marcuse turns instead to this philoso-
pher�s earlier writings that critique the social order from which he eventually 
withdrew. On the other hand, Jameson side-steps the pessimism of the 
later Freud, who after witnessing the devastation of a modern war would re-
inscribe his youthful model of wish-fulfilment into the pessimism of the 
death drive.36 Such is the nature of dialectical Marxism to appropriate the 
most optimistic of ideas with a view to social change. This, then, would rep-
resent the boundaries of a utopian thought that cannot assimilate the inevi-
tability of human despair and unhappiness in the organisation of its socie-
ties. The later writings of Nietzsche and Freud, however, may well share 
more with the Jameson of Archaeologies than with the Marxist anti-
utopians. Nietzsche, Freud and Jameson looked upon utopia from a great-
er and greater distance as their lives went on, the island of happiness re-
ceding from view. From the positivity of his call for interpretation in the �Me-
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tacommentary� of 1971 to the ambivalence of the interpretive object in Ar-
chaeologies, Jameson�s criticism has become increasingly sophisticated, 
increasingly distant. After Nietzsche it is tempting to read this making diffi-
cult as a kind of retreat from the social order. Such would be the anti-
utopianism of Jameson�s position here, the threads of hope increasingly 
entangled with the impossibility of utopia itself.  

The emphasis on return in both Nietzsche and Freud, a return that 
was accompanied in their late writings by a sense of inevitability, brings 
another sensibility to Jameson�s own return to utopia. The nihilism and nar-
cissism of Jameson�s predecessors may well be applied not only to the an-
ti-utopian tendencies of their work, but to the anti-anti-utopian position. For 
here too lies an acknowledgement of the inevitable failure of utopia to effect 
social change, but instead to perpetuate the ambivalence that culture (and 
utopia) maintains toward the political. It also then stands for a certain com-
pulsion toward the repetition that underpins both nihilism and narcissism. 
The return of utopian fantasy, whether in the subtexts of popular culture or 
in utopian fiction itself, is symptomatic of a forgetting and a self-gratification 
that maintains psychic stability in the face of that radical possibility that 
Nietzsche found in the abyss, Freud in the unconscious, and Jameson in 
revolution. Utopia once again reveals itself as a part of the defensive me-
chanisms of the civilised mind, rather than that which offers to break defini-
tively with its complexities. 
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Utopia in Rousseau: Some Jamesonian Reflections 

Keith Redgen 

It is easy to forget the extent to which the modern world is a product of 
utopian imaginings. The dream of something better, that �each generation 
should live better than the last� (to quote a recent advertising campaign for 
a major bank) has made a crucial contribution to the drive for scientific and 
technological innovation, revolutionary and reformist politics, and the desire 
for constantly renewed commodities. As I will argue, these utopian imagin-
ings and aspirations have been accompanied from the outset by their ap-
parently reactionary opposites. The desire for simplicity, to live more �natu-
rally�, in harmony with each other and our environment, has been an ines-
capable counterpart and companion to the progressive utopia of continuous 
improvement. 

The case of Jean-Jacques Rousseau will be used to demonstrate the 
inescapable mutual implications of imagining, on the one hand, a utopia of 
scientific, social and moral progress, and on the other, a utopia of escape 
from all that in a return to our �natural� origins. I will argue that this appear-
ance of a utopian aporia can actually give rise to a third moment of utopian 
imagining, utopia as the inspiration for adopting a critical attitude to the 
present. Reading Rousseau in the light of Fredric Jameson�s recent study 
of utopia, I will make a case that Rousseau was the first to combine utopia 
and Enlightenment, not as aspiration, but as critique, not as a dream of a 
better world awaiting us in another place, another time, but as inspiration to 
work on ourselves, here and now. 
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Rousseau stands at a utopian crossroads. On the one hand, the 
Enlightenment introduced a faith in the necessary unfolding of history to-
wards a kind of perfection in which error and darkness would be replaced 
by reason and truth; injustice and the arbitrary exercise of power by 
enlightened constitutions; scarcity, poverty and debilitating manual work by 
the abundance promised by scientific progress. On the other, and in some 
ways in reaction to that prospect, �romantic� utopians imagined natural 
communities of the unsophisticated, whose simple and honest encounters 
with each other, and intimate and tender relationships with their environ-
ment, would guarantee their happiness. While most commonly associated 
with the latter vision, Rousseau in fact had a foot in both camps. Not just 
any natural community will do. Rather, the utopian republic of The Social 
Contract1 requires the intervention of an enlightened �lawgiver�, the indi-
vidual fit for utopia in Emile2 requires that of an enlightened tutor. In this 
essay I will be concerned less with trying to establish which of these repre-
sents the �real� Rousseau, as with trying to understand the nature and 
status of the various utopian imaginings in his work. 

Rousseau presents us with three distinct utopias, one each in The 
Discourse on Inequality3, Emile and The Social Contract. From the outset 
they were each attacked as incoherent and impractical4. Rousseau antici-
pated these attacks and, in Emile, goes so far as to insist that the impracti-
cality of the educational arrangements he recommends5, their great unlike-
lihood on many different grounds, not least the difficulty of finding an ap-
propriately virtuous tutor6, in no way tells against the central thesis he is 
proposing. Far from encouraging his readers to adopt the arrangements he 
presents, as so many recommendations, he asks instead that they be 
taken as a provocation to reflect on what is, not what might be. Similarly 
with the other two utopian visions, Rousseau recognises their impracticali-
ty7 and acknowledges at least the appearance of incoherence, yet insists 
that this does not detract at all from the power of the utopian imagining he 
presents. 

This should remind us of some of Jameson�s reflections on utopia. For 
Jameson has long maintained that the power of utopian vision and writing 
does not lie in the actual worlds and social arrangements imagined, that 
they should not be read as recommendations to change the world in any 
specific way. Rather, he argues that it is precisely the failure of utopian pro-
jects and imaginings that lends them their strength. For Jameson, it is the 
very impracticability and incoherence of utopian works that lends them 
whatever cultural and political power they may have.8

I wish to approach Rousseau in the light of this insight using a frame-
work proposed by Jameson in Archaeologies of the Future. He suggests 
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that there are two ways of seeing and presenting utopias, depending on 
whether the ideal situation depicted is a development of already existing 
elements in this world, or whether the imagined utopia represents a break 
with the present requiring an external stimulus or catalyst. Jameson recog-
nises the dilemmas in both approaches9. Ultimately, these dilemmas guar-
antee that any given utopian dream or text must fail. They must either be 
impractical, requiring a break that cannot be expected and would in any 
case not be a utopia for us, but only for those fortunate �others� on the 
other side, or be incoherent, both the �same� as this one, yet so different as 
to be unrecognisable.10

For Jameson this is simply the starting point for what he sees as valu-
able and necessary in utopian works. On his account, utopia is a powerful 
reminder that the world, here and now, is far from perfect, but that it can 
and should be changed. Jameson is convinced that without utopian provo-
cations to imagine the world differently we are unlikely to develop the politi-
cal and personal energy to act for a better world. He is despondent about 
what he sees as the necessary conservatism, on the left and the right, of a 
world that has forgotten how to dream of an ideal.11

If we read Rousseau�s utopian visions in this light perhaps we can dis-
pel some of the traditional concerns about their practicality and coherence, 
and move beyond debates about whether Rousseau can be claimed for ei-
ther the liberal or totalitarian camps12. Claims on either side will simply stop 
making sense if we abandon strategies that resolve the alleged incoher-
ence one way or another. 

The Discourse on Inequality and The Social Contract as 
Utopian Texts 

I will focus primarily on the Discourse on Inequality (or Second Dis-
course) and The Social Contract, although Emile will be drawn upon where 
it is particularly pertinent.  I will try to identify features of each that render 
them both incoherent and impractical. I will argue that these should not be 
revised to render them coherent and practical, which tends to make them 
amenable to exploitation or dismissal as either liberal or totalitarian. Nor 
should they be seen as symptoms of Rousseau�s incoherent or impractical 
mind. There can, of course, be no definitive hermeneutic discovery of their 
true or truly intended meaning. But by applying the analytical framework set 
out above I believe we can fruitfully approach them as imagined utopias 
serving to provoke more than to recommend. 
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Incoherence 

Firstly, let us note the fundamental incoherence of the Second Dis-
course. For Rousseau simply fails in his attempt to show what �man�, hav-
ing left his animal state definitively behind, but not yet become �social�, 
must have been like. Rousseau acknowledges this within the text itself, 
precisely in his discussion of the characteristics �proper� to �man� in transi-
tion from animal to social being.13 The question of the origin of language 
Rousseau admits to be an impossible question, yet one crucial to the whole 
issue of the �state of nature�: 

Frightened by the increasing difficulties, and convinced of the almost 
demonstrated impossibility that Languages could have arisen and 
been established by purely human means, I leave to anyone who 
wishes to undertake it the discussion of this difficult Problem: which 
is the more necessary, an already united society for the institution of 
Languages, or already invented languages for the establishment of 
society?14

Language and society are each other�s prerequisites, rendering the ques-
tion of their origins in the other insoluble. And the solution is crucial to the 
task Rousseau set himself. For if language existed before society, that is, in 
the state of nature, then it would be a very different state than if it had not. 
A whole chain of paradoxes is thus opened up concerning different phases 
within the state of nature, which Rousseau simply cannot allow to corrode 
his principal thesis requiring that �natural man� not be amenable to devel-
opment. These paradoxes relate not just to language but to a whole series 
of questions about what precedes, exists within, and comes after the �natu-
ral� state. Rousseau frequently acknowledges these difficulties but ploughs 
on as if they have been resolved and the exact features of the state of na-
ture thereby established.15

Rather than solve these puzzles, Rousseau latches on to three fea-
tures which he insists must have been �proper� to �man� in the state of na-
ture. The first is �amour-de-soi�16, the kind of care for the self crucial for 
�natural man� to survive and enjoy life. The second is �pity�17, the faculty 
that ensures that we do not wantonly allow, or cause, a fellow creature, 
human or animal, to suffer. Now, neither of these is distinctly human, since 
Rousseau insists that animals share them, and neither survives the state of 
nature, being replaced by �amour-propre� when social man usurps natural 
man.18 Finally, Rousseau notes that, alone of the animals, �man� pos-
sesses a capacity for �perfectibility�, the ability to change and improve by 
the exercise of his freedom.19 But this perfectibility is only latent in the state 
of nature, and comes to be exercised only after the birth of the �social�. 
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The incoherence of this account threatens to render the whole notion 
of a state of nature worthless. Rousseau fails to establish a clear border 
between the animal and the natural human or between the natural and the 
social human. Moreover, the state of nature, which should be stable, must 
have a history. There cannot have been a sudden emergence from the 
animal state followed some time later by a sudden dawning of the social. 
Rousseau acknowledges this with respect to language and much else be-
sides. But he also needs the state of nature to be a stable state where only 
the distinctly pre-social human exists. If it is a state of change and devel-
opment, particularly towards the social, then not only is the border neces-
sarily porous, but he is left with the problem of deciding which point along 
the way is the �most natural�. 

Rousseau has two strategies for dealing with these dilemmas. On the 
one hand, he ignores the �pre-social�, takes society as a given and devel-
ops an imaginative history of humanity in society, in which change and de-
generation occur gradually, largely as the result of a series of accidents, or 
catastrophes, the consequences of which are the corruption of otherwise 
stable, happy and simple communities. The dilemma here is well brought 
out: 

beginning Society and the already established relations among men 
required in them qualities different from those they derived from their 
primitive constitution; � the goodness suited to the pure state of na-
ture was no longer the goodness suited to nascent Society; � al-
though men now had less endurance, and natural pity had already 
undergone some attenuation, this period in the development of hu-
man faculties, occupying a just mean between the indolence of the 
primitive state and the petulant activity of our amour propre, must 
have been the happiest and most lasting epoch. � he must have left 
it only by some fatal accident which, for the sake of the common util-
ity should never have occurred.20

His other strategy is simply to ignore the problem and present an imagined 
state of nature, or at least, once he has acknowledged its incoherence, to 
continue writing as if he had not. 

In The Social Contract, the major coherence issues concern the con-
cept of freedom. Rousseau is happy to acknowledge he has set himself a 
paradoxical task. Freedom is necessary to be truly human, and not to be 
free is the worst possible state for any person: to �renounce one�s freedom 
is to renounce one�s quality as man, the rights of humanity, and even its 
duties. � to deprive one�s will of all freedom is to deprive one�s actions of 
all morality.�21 And yet, The Social Contract is a defence of the loss of free-
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dom necessary to establish a civil and especially a political society. His fa-
mous declaration that �Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains� is 
followed by the question: �What can make it legitimate?� He announces 
that the text will answer precisely this question.22 Little wonder that it 
abounds with paradoxical formulations that have inspired a wide variety of 
readings and interpretations. Thus each person must alienate all of his 
rights to the collective, yet �obey only himself and remain as free as be-
fore.�23 Or, equally famously, Rousseau insists that �for the social compact 
not to be an empty formula, it tacitly includes the following engagement 
which alone can give force to the rest, that whoever refuses to obey the 
general will shall be constrained to do so by the entire body: which means 
nothing other than that he shall be forced to be free.�24 Such formulations 
can be multiplied almost at will. 

The general will itself, what should and must be required and willed, 
exists independently of what any, or indeed every, individual happens to 
choose freely.25 In fact the collective, the government, has not only the 
right but the duty to override the free choices of individuals, to remake them 
according to its own model: 

While it is good to know how to use men as they are, it is much bet-
ter still to make them what one needs them to be; the most absolute 
authority is that which penetrates to man�s inmost being, and affects 
his will no less than it does his actions. Certain it is that in the long 
run peoples are what governments make them be.26

And yet governments, for Rousseau, must always be secondary to the 
general will as expressed by the sovereign people, and never try to over-
ride that will. Indeed, they should be little more than mere administrators of 
the laws demanded by the general will.27 These paradoxes seem to require 
a deeper philosophical or theoretical approach to the concept of freedom. 
Yet Rousseau, perfectly conscious of this, insists that this is not what he in-
tends: 

To the preceding one might add to the credit of the civil state moral 
freedom, which alone makes man truly the master of himself; for the 
impulsion of mere appetite is slavery, and obedience to the law one 
has prescribed to oneself is freedom. But I have already said too 
much on this topic, and the philosophical meaning of the word free-
dom is not my subject here. 

In other words he is happy to let the paradoxes stand, just as he was in the 
Second Discourse. 
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Impracticality 

The impracticality of the Second Discourse is a given: from the outset, 
we are told that the state of nature �no longer exists, � perhaps never did 
exist, [and] � probably never will exist.�28 Rousseau says both that it is ir-
retrievable, that once we have entered the social state there is no going 
�back�, and that since we have now entered the social path, the path of on-
going �perfectibility�, we have gained much that could never have existed in 
the state of nature. That is, no matter how grotesque the reality of the pre-
sent social world, without it there could be nothing of what we value about 
being human, no virtue, no justice, no citizenship or �patriotism�, in short, 
none of the �freedom� that can only be exercised once we have left the 
state of nature.29 It would seem, then, that questions of practicality simply 
should not arise when dealing with an imagined world we are emphatically 
told is neither possible nor desirable. 

And yet there is no doubt that Rousseau intended his work to have a 
practical effect in the contemporary world. He was accused of wanting 
people to give up the �advantages� of culture and science, to revert to the 
lives of �savages� in the forest. He could not make it clearer that he is argu-
ing for no such thing, both in the Discourse itself and especially in his re-
plies to critics. What he does demand is that we stop living outside our-
selves �solely in the opinion of others� and ask of ourselves what we are 
�forever asking of others�, the question of �what we are�.30 Here we see the 
genuine �impracticality� of the Second Discourse. The state of nature is lost 
forever, so that we are left with what society has made us. But Rousseau 
seems to ask that we step outside of our socially constructed subjectivity to 
examine ourselves, while insisting that no such outside is available. 

He is also adamant that there is no available path to bring about the 
utopia he constructs in The Social Contract. Once a given society is too far 
gone, it is beyond all hope of cure: �once customs are established and 
prejudices rooted, it is a dangerous and futile undertaking to try to reform 
them.�31 Even in a society amenable to redemption, the steps needed to 
convert corruption into a capacity to find and act on the general will are 
unlikely or impossible to take. At the very least, they would require a �law-
giver� so uncorrupted and disinterested that a fallen society could not pos-
sibly produce one.32 We will return to this paradox when we consider the 
contrast between the solitary �Socratic� individual and the ideal citizen 
modelled by Rousseau on the example of Cato.33
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The inside and the outside 

As Jameson observes, however, incoherence and impracticality may 
not be weaknesses but rather essential characteristics of utopian works. 
Rousseau was himself highly conscious of these features of his work, yet 
quite untroubled by them. To try to extract either coherence or practicality 
from them is thus to run up against the problem of whether the kind of 
change they are demanding relies completely on what is already �inside� 
the �real world�, or instead must await the kind of fundamental break that 
can only come from the �outside�. For Jameson, to take these demands for 
coherence and practicality seriously is to run up against the twin dilemmas 
of �reformism� or �revolution�, building on �what is� from the inside, or shat-
tering it by bringing to bear an �outside� not subject to the laws or judge-
ments of the present. The former case is ultimately conservative whilst the 
latter not only carries the typical revolutionary danger of the suspension of 
the law, the perpetual �state of exception�, but tends to reduce �what is�, 
our present, to the unworthy, to be abrogated and replaced.34 In Jameson�s 
words: 

the ideals of Utopian living involve the imagination in a contradictory 
project, since they all presumably aim at illustrating and exercising 
that much abused concept of freedom that, virtually by definition and 
in its very structure, cannot be defined in advance, let alone exempli-
fied: if you know already what your longed-for exercise in a not-yet-
existent freedom looks like, then the suspicion arises that it may not 
really express freedom after all but only repetition; while the fear of 
projection, of sullying an open future with our own deformed and re-
pressed social habits in the present, is a perpetual threat to the in-
dulgence of fantasies of the future collectivity.35

Rousseau has been read in both ways, often simultaneously. From Burke36 
to Talmon37 to Crocker38, he has been seen as an exponent of revolution 
and a harbinger of its totalitarian implications: if the people are misguided, if 
their culture blinds them to their true interests, if they will poorly because of 
what society has made them, then they must be corrected by those who 
can see the true will of the people, who are untainted by the corruptions of 
a depraved society. With equal passion he is feted as the true founder of 
modern theories of freedom, democracy, and liberalism.39 Scholars in this 
camp have little trouble reading the very passages used to condemn him 
as a totalitarian manqué as little more than admonitions to virtue and duty 
which urge the responsibility to adjust anti-social selfishness to the demand 
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for the liberty and rights of all. 
Even if we accept a reading of Rousseau, not as an advocate of par-

ticular solutions to contemporary social ills, but as presenting utopian vi-
sions to provoke our critical capacities, we still must recognise that he re-
mains torn between two strategies of criticism, alternatives that threaten to 
rupture utopian thought and imaginings as such. For Rousseau raises the 
question of the nature of the self that is being provoked, and therefore the 
nature of the freedom to be exercised. 

It is a commonplace that Rousseau saw humans as bifurcated be-
tween �man� and �citizen�, social being and solitary, contingently limited 
member of a fatherland and universal instance of the �idea� of mankind. 
The Social Contract is the work in which the rights and duties of the citizen, 
the member of the �fatherland�, the sacrifice of individual private interest to 
the general will, are stated clearly. The Second Discourse is usually seen 
as the work in which �man� is represented as completely separate from his 
fellows. On this reading, the two halves are imaginatively combined in 
Emile: first, a person is brought up as closely as possible to the state of na-
ture; then the fact of society is unavoidably encountered, not least in the 
person of the highly socialised tutor, which radically compromises the 
�natural� status of the education; finally, the �artificially naturally� educated 
individual is compelled to undertake the all but impossible task of becoming 
a citizen. 

When dealing with the question of the individual, in contradistinction to 
the social person, Rousseau appears to offer contradictory options. The in-
dividual, solitary, pre- or asocial natural person is fabricated by an imagi-
nary abstraction of each and every aspect of the human Rousseau consid-
ered attributable to life in society. He says his task is �to disentangle what is 
original from what is artificial in man�s present nature.�40 This leaves a be-
ing with almost no features save a love of self and pity, almost indistin-
guishable from the beasts, an empty space incapable of evil, but for the 
same reason incapable of good.41 Thus conceived man�s freedom is so la-
tent that it cannot be exercised until after the natural state has been left be-
hind.42 Rousseau seems tempted by the claim that such a being remains 
the underlying substance beneath the social person, whose truly human 
nature, simplicity and transparency, have been distorted and repressed by 
amour-propre, the sophistication and opacity that accompanies constant 
vain comparisons between individuals. On this reading his strategy for 
dealing with the unfortunate and depraved consequences of amour-propre 
is to look inside ourselves, to rediscover our repressed �essence� and, by 
that rediscovery, to see through the debilitating consequences of social life. 
This does not imply a return to the �savage� life of the state of nature. In-
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stead, Rousseau insists, we would be �freed� to recognise our corruptions 
as caused by constantly looking outward to compare ourselves with other 
and to compete with them. By looking inward to our true �nature� we should 
be able to see the truly good and virtuous, not just what is esteemed by our 
fellows, and act in accordance with that recognition.43

But there is another dilemma here for Rousseau. If we were ever to 
reach this underlying bedrock we would find neither the good and the virtu-
ous nor the freedom to act on them since these are social products. And if 
there is a �good� amour-propre, it is surely not to be found by interrogating 
the type of beings we would be without it. This dilemma seems to mirror the 
failure to identify a state of nature beyond the purely animal, but not yet so-
cial.44

Rousseau has another solution in tension with the first throughout his 
work. Rather than looking for the repressed �natural� person beneath the 
surface, it takes people as they are in their contingent reality. It does not 
start out from some hidden, lost, and ultimately unreachable purity, di-
vorced from all �outside� determination. Rather, any given society or �fa-
therland�, just as it exists, right now, becomes the basis for the building of 
the individual and the citizen. Rousseau thus recognises a type of �unwrit-
ten law�: 

The most important of all; which is graven not in marble or in bronze, 
but in the hearts of the Citizens; which is the State�s genuine consti-
tution; which daily gathers new force; which, when the other laws 
age or die out, revives or replaces them, and imperceptibly substi-
tutes the force of habit for that of authority. I speak of morals, cus-
toms, and above all of opinion; a part [of the laws] unknown to our 
politicians but on which the success of all the others depends: a part 
to which the great Lawgiver attends in secret, while he appears to 
restrict himself to particular regulations which are but the ribs of the 
arch of which morals, slower to arise, in the end form the immovable 
Keystone.45

We see repeated here the dilemma of the inside and the outside, the utopia 
requiring a radical break with the present conditions as against that which 
relies solely on what is already here and now. On the one hand, Rousseau 
insists that always and everywhere people as they are must be the starting 
point to be built upon. Sometimes he writes as if the contingent reality of 
any society and community is to be celebrated as the basis of the �social 
cement� of commitment to one�s �fatherland�, one�s �civil religion�46, and 
one�s acceptance of the responsibilities and duties of citizenship. His di-
lemma is how to square this with his thoroughgoing condemnation of al-
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most all societies as they are or have been. 
Sometimes he writes as if whatever we are, here and now, must be 

judged against some �higher� standard, to be brought from outside in the 
shape of a �lawgiver�, who will at best manipulate the actual contingent na-
ture of the people to shape an ideal world that only �he� can bring about. At 
others, precisely the current cultural circumstances are valued in them-
selves. But in this latter case, how can Rousseau maintain a critical atti-
tude? From where can he bring values and standards with which to judge? 
Not only is this precisely the dilemma of utopian thought articulated by 
Jameson, it has also continued to be a central dilemma of all post-
enlightenment thought and philosophy. 

Rousseau presents very clear preferences for one kind of society over 
another: Sparta and Rome, Geneva, Corsica and Poland are clearly pre-
ferred to ancient Athens or contemporary France. The preference relates to 
the close identification of individuals with the collective, the resistance to 
factions and, above all, the willingness of individuals to sacrifice the self, 
private and personal interests, for the good of the �state�. Thus he cites 
with admiration the example of Brutus, who put the needs of the state 
ahead of the very lives of his children, along with the Spartan mother for 
whom the victory of the state was much more important than the loss of all 
five of her sons in achieving it.47 The societies he criticizes are character-
ised by a tendency for private interests to be preferred to the collective. Yet 
who is this self with private interests distinct from the collective? There are 
three options: either it is the underlying �natural� person; or the individual 
created by cultural determination; or an individual able to step outside the 
present, outside the contingent culture and society to identify with the tran-
scendent and eternal, at once both solitary and distant. 

For reasons outlined above the first option is unviable. While the state 
of nature may be a device to provoke Rousseau�s readers to imagine 
themselves differently, it does not �live on� as the repressed and violated 
truth of the social person. This is not to say that the attractions of this view 
are wholly absent either from Rousseau or from subsequent �Enlighten-
ment� thought. In particular they provide the foundations of theories of indi-
vidualism, being relied upon by individualists who support Rousseau, such 
as Rawls and his followers, just as much as by those who attack him, like 
Talmon and Crocker. But it seems impossible to square this with the Rous-
seau who values citizenship above all else, and for whom the fatherland is 
always prior to the individual. 

However, Rousseau clearly does want to defend a view of the individ-
ual over against the citizen, as in the third option above. His failure to 
square the human as citizen with the human as an individual is a conse-
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quence of this unresolved dilemma. Todorov, in his remarkable Frail Hap-
piness48, works through the implications of a deep divide between the citi-
zen and the solitary individual, arguing that Rousseau�s position allows for 
some reconciliation between them in the �moral individual�. But such rec-
onciliation is always fragile, always subject to the tendency to succumb to 
the attractions of the one or the other. In relying on Emile for the presenta-
tion of this �third way�, Todorov tends to run together the solitary individual, 
as the �natural� person, and the solitary, Socratic, individual, who has tran-
scended contingent social identifications through a more �metaphysical� 
identification with humanity as such, the ideal and eternal.49

Todorov�s reading is authorised by Rousseau�s own frequent running 
together of the two distinct types of solitary individual. But when he keeps 
them apart, as when he draws the contrast between Cato and Socrates, he 
is not arguing that Socrates is close to the state of nature. On the contrary, 
the �ideas� that guided Socrates� life and relationship with his fellow citizens 
were a result of the kinds of ability to conceptualise and draw differences 
that are unavailable to the type of person imagined in the state of nature. 

Rousseau struggled all his life to resolve this issue, finally giving up on 
the social to concentrate on his own private story, ending with the solitary 
existence of the isolated individual.50 However, perhaps there was a solu-
tion which could overcome the chasm between the individual and the col-
lective, �man and citizen�, which could reconcile them in a robust rather 
than a fragile way. 

Perhaps paradoxically, Jean Starobinski can help us think this recon-
ciliation in Rousseau. This may seem unlikely, since Starobinski is perhaps 
the greatest interpreter of Rousseau to see his work as a desperate and in-
evitably doomed attempt to recover a lost nature. He writes: 

Has the primal transparency really disappeared? Or has it been pre-
served in the transparency of memory and thereby saved? Has it 
deserted us entirely, or does it still loom nearby? Rousseau cannot 
choose between contradictory answers. At some point the myth 
gives rise to two distinct versions. In one of these, the human soul 
has degenerated; it has been deformed, totally transformed, and has 
forever lost its primal nobility. In the other, however, what has oc-
curred is not a deformation but a kind of eclipse: man�s primitive na-
ture persists, but hidden, veiled, shrouded in artifice � yet intact. 
What we have, then, is an optimistic and a pessimistic version of the 
myth of origin: Rousseau believes sometimes in one, sometimes in 
the other, sometimes in both simultaneously.51

And yet, if Rousseau is not looking for a lost nature, but rather arguing that 
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what should be natural to social man is his capacity to exercise freedom, 
then Starobinski is remarkably close to seeing Rousseau as the kind of 
self-creator and self-transformer I have been presenting. He writes: �Previ-
ously, transparency was possible because man existed naively under the 
gaze of the gods; now transparency is an inward condition, a matter of 
one�s relation to oneself.�52 For �transparency� we can perhaps read �free-
dom�. He continues: �To restore goodness is therefore to rebel against his-
tory and, in particular, against the present historical situation. If Rousseau�s 
philosophy is revolutionary, it is revolutionary in the name of an eternal hu-
man nature rather than of historical progress.�53 Again, �eternal human na-
ture� must be seen as the permanent capacity for social man to exercise 
freedom, and the rebellion against history as a kind of hermeneutic en-
gagement in which the self made by that history is risked and thereby 
transformed. Further: 

Personal reform comes at the moment when Rousseau becomes 
aware of the incoherent character of his life and makes an attempt to 
dominate that incoherence. He suddenly sees his changeability as 
an inconsistency that must be eliminated. It becomes unbearable to 
him that no invariable principles govern his conduct, his speech, or 
his feelings � Hence from the moment Rousseau sets himself in 
opposition to false appearances in the world, inner conflict becomes 
inevitable. The virtue in whose name he sets out to do battle with a 
perverse and masked society is a cruel master. It makes him aware 
of an inner division, a lack of unity within his own mind.54

The utopias of the state of nature, the state governed by the general will, 
and the solitary individual remain in tension in Rousseau. While this tension 
can be fruitful, it seems to leave him offering stark and irreconcilable 
choices, between the life of the citizen and the individual, Cato and Socra-
tes. Jameson�s utopia of the provocation to imagine outside the here and 
now, allows us to read these utopias not as choices but as challenges to 
the self. Todorov�s moral individual emphasises that, while this self may be 
divided, Rousseau�s provocation should be seen as an impetus to perpet-
ual negotiation, never to be settled as a choice, of the border in us all be-
tween the solitary and the citizen. Starobinski allows us to see the creative 
and free subject as distinct from, yet bound to, the here and now, the de-
terminations of the citizen. 
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Conclusion 

This is perhaps the perfect reminder of just how hard the task is for 
those who would insist that we find an �exit� from the cruelties and perver-
sions of our present without relying on any privileged access to knowledge 
of a better condition to which we could aspire. For now, suffice it to say that 
Rousseau provides an exemplary, if tragic case, of an attempt to find such 
an �exit�. Perhaps the �critical attitude� he helped inaugurate to restrain the 
dreams of his contemporaries, by envisaging a world in which such dreams 
could not simply be imposed, is some compensation for the cruelties of his 
internal exile from an age not quite yet ripe for this �Enlightenment�. 
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A Note on The Regressive Side of Modernization in Relation to 

Two Films by Robert Altman 

Marcos Soares 

My intention here is not so much to offer a reading of Robert Altman�s 
science fiction film Quintet, but to begin to think, very tentatively, about the 
types of �utopian texts� we may hope to encounter in a world context of 
general crisis and cultural exhaustion. At the same time, I hope the type of 
reflection I am proposing here will help to explain my interest in Robert 
Altman�s work. 

Quintet is set in a medieval Ice Age in the distant future, near the �end 
of History�, as one of the characters puts it (the film was made in 1979, a 
decade before Fukuyama�s notorious pseudo-Hegelian decree). The Paul 
Newman character comes back to his native town in search of �work�, only 
to find out that this old-fashioned practice has been widely replaced by a 
board game called �Quintet�. The rules are incomprehensible, both to the 
audience and to many of the participants, and the only connection between 
the arbitrary decision-making process and the players is a �judge�, whose 
task is to make sure the latter obey the rules of �ethics� (the choice of terms 
couldn�t be more appropriate). �Quintet�, we find out as the film moves to-
wards the end, is actually a game which involves the lives of the partici-
pants and the punishment for losing is death. The film has been read by a 
number of critics as an allegory of the system of Hollywood film making1 (a 
theme which, understandably, became an obsession with Altman), but it 
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can also, of course, be more widely seen as an allegory of the market and 
the contemporary regime of the global division of labor: in this dystopian 
world, the forces of production are frozen (literally, in this case), immobi-
lized, driven by invisible and irrational forces which can, indeed, lead to the 
death of those involved.  

I would like to contrast this film with another of Altman�s box office dis-
asters: Kansas City (1996). Here the ins-and-outs of American politics and 
business (as well as organized crime; in the film the two terms are syn-
onymous) are commented on by a jam session at a jazz club. Jam ses-
sions, which can last days with musicians replacing each other as weari-
ness demands they take a break, are an incredibly democratic form of col-
lective cultural production: musical themes, or �challenges�, are picked up, 
commented upon, changed, exchanged and developed in endless, often 
unpredictable directions. Not even the rules and hierarchies of tonal music 
need to be obeyed. This combination of labor and jouissance, however, is 
very different from the �free-for-all� of liberal pluralism: the condition for par-
ticipating is rigorous training in and mastery of one�s instrument and the 
general rules of improvisation. I am inclined to think that the contrast be-
tween the two films, that is, between, on the one hand, an analysis of the 
waste of productive forces and, on the other, the full exploitation of a wide 
range of talent and expressive possibilities, offers a comment on the history 
of film which can be of interest for those concerned with thinking about the 
�utopian text�. 

The concept of the �waste of the productive forces� was explored by 
Marx in all the volumes of the Capital, but especially in the third, where he 
establishes a connection between rising levels of accumulation of capital 
and the fall of the tendential rate of profit, the latter being related to the ex-
ploitation of time spent on labor, greatly diminished in Marx�s own time � 
and much more so in ours � by new waves of technological innovation. The 
creation of ever greater numbers of �superfluous� laborers, who cannot be 
incorporated by the economic system despite whatever social investment is 
made in them, leads to what Marx called the �waste of productive forces�. 
The usefulness of the concept for the analysis of cultural production de-
pends, of course, on the assumption that both intellectual and �common� 
laborers are equally subject to the constraints and rules of the division of 
labor. One of the most successful critical efforts to understand this connec-
tion and its consequences was made by Walter Benjamin, especially in the 
essays �The Author as Producer� (1934) and �The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction� (1935-6). 

The latter is maybe better known and its main propositions have been 
widely debated. Of the two propositions that interest me here, the first still 
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attracts some interest, whereas the second is usually treated with a certain 
feeling of nostalgia, as a treasure of happier former times, when the idea of 
change and, why not, revolution still seemed to be alive, something we can 
get rid of now that we �know best�. The first proposition has to do with the 
conditions of collective recognition and visibility of the inescapable relation-
ship between art and politics. The final formulation of the text is well known 
and applies both to the �30s as well as to our own age: at a time in which 
fascism regards war as an aesthetic experience of the highest order, revo-
lutionary demands must respond by politicizing art. Or as Raymond Wil-
liams once put it, the artist who shouts stridently for �freedom� (which usu-
ally means the freedom to compete in the cultural market) against �en-
gagement�, has already aligned himself with the historical forces he pre-
tends to ignore.2 Thus the need, as Benjamin claims, to avoid bourgeois il-
lusions about culture and insist on the social function of art, on its material 
bases, and on the collective nature of even the most �personal� expression. 
(Now, however, that very few artists (or critics) express any hesitation when 
the first chance to flirt with the market looms on the horizon, and that the 
materiality of culture is acknowledged without a blush, there has been re-
newed interest, at least in Marxist quarters, in the debate between Benja-
min and Adorno, and the latter�s reflections on the dialectic between social 
determinations and art�s �semi-autonomy�).  

The second proposition depends even more heavily on a dialectical 
turn for its comprehension and is far more debatable in our contemporary 
�post-History�, neo-liberal times. I refer here to the principle that bourgeois 
artistic production creates the conditions of its own demise, expressed in 
the essay by the apparent paradox that since film represents the climax of 
the process of destruction of the aura, its production based on the modern 
principles of the industrial division of labor, it is both the most developed 
extension of the rules of show business and the quintessential revolution-
ary art form. Not only because film production is based explicitly on various 
forms of collective practice, but also because film is a commodity and an 
industrial product, reducing (but dialectically elevating) intellectuals, artists 
and technicians to the level of labourers (�producers� is the term used in 
the 1934 essay) who can have few illusions about the social basis of their 
work. The central vision here is the end of ideology through the actualiza-
tion of class struggle. 

On a formal level, Benjamin reminds us of the epic vocation of (silent) 
film: because actors and objects are filmed �from the outside�, all acquiring 
a new �value� when they are photographed, they become accessories in 
formal compositions which break the hierarchy between man and his mate-
rial surroundings. The vocation of film, therefore, is to challenge the tradi-
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tion that characterized the dramatic practices of the 19th century, with their 
emphasis on the expression of well-defined individualities through dialogue, 
where every object must necessarily be part of the �background�, playing 
second fiddle to the presence of the protagonist. 

For Benjamin film can, indeed, must, encompass all the advances of 
the other arts � painting, literature, theater, photography � and go beyond 
them. The principle which is a presupposition in other forms of cultural pro-
duction � the drive towards totality, the possibility of telling many different 
stories, of establishing connections between different spaces, people, ob-
jects, of multiplying, shifting, comparing and contrasting different perspec-
tives � everything that the novel and the theatre had been striving to 
achieve through the development of an astounding variety of very refined 
aesthetic devices (think of Döblin�s Berlin Alexanderplatz) can be trium-
phantly and  easily achieved in film. Eisenstein had made the same point 
when he demonstrated how Griffith had overcome the problems and real-
ized with great technical skill the promises of the great tradition of the 19th 
century English novel (Dickens, in this case) and how Russian cinematog-
raphy and his own montage theory had made advances in the field.3

This may be a good moment to remember what may be obvious: that 
Benjamin�s texts not only owe a great deal to Eisenstein�s montage theory 
and Brecht�s formulations about epic art, but are actually a response and a 
contribution to the debate triggered by Brecht�s experience with the Ger-
man film industry on two key occasions.4

In 1930 Brecht and Weil sold the rights of their immensely successful 
musical play The Threepenny Opera to the German company Nero Films. 
The filming of classics of western literature and theatre had proved a lucra-
tive business and for Brecht the reactionary nature of the operation was 
evident: to film the �classics� of the bourgeois drama of the 19th century, di-
rectors submitted the ample repertoire developed by the film pioneers to 
the conventions and demands of traditional drama. He therefore demanded 
that a clause be included in the contract stating that he would write the 
script, which he eventually did, writing a text the basis of which was the 
technical possibilities that he envisaged in the language of film. To his sur-
prise, the company had started the film unbeknownst to him with the inten-
tion of producing a �faithful� rendering of the play as it had been seen on 
the stage. For Brecht the operation clearly represented a huge regression 
from the artistic angle and a clear experience of the �waste of productive 
forces�. He sued the company and lost. The experience demonstrated not 
only the advanced state of the process of commodification of intellectual 
values, but also one of the effects of the introduction of the �talkies�. This 
new technology enabled the intensification of the focus on the conventions 
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of traditional drama, with its concentration on the character�s interior life, 
reversing the early experiments of silent film and at least in part resurrect-
ing formal practices that had already been thrown in the trash can of his-
tory. The introduction of patents for the regulation of the use of sound 
equipment finalized the process that deprived the workers of the film indus-
try of their means of production.5

When Brecht decided to film Kuhle Wampe in 1932 it was clear that 
this time the ownership of the means of production was a key condition. 
When the film was ready, problems with the censorship and the distribution 
companies hampered the hopes of a successful career for the film. The 
words of the censor are instructive and constitute a veritable literary theory 
lesson: the worker that commits suicide at the beginning of the film is a 
type, which indicates that his problem is not the problem of a single individ-
ual but of a whole society. The film, therefore, lacks �human understand-
ing�. The lesson now was complete: nothing but the total control of the 
means of production and a radical, revolutionary change in the relations of 
production are the pre-requisites for any ambitious, demanding artistic pro-
duction. 

The project was, as everyone knows, defeated with the rise of Hitler 
and the �legal� transformation of the process of film production into a mo-
nopoly of American and German companies, which shared the world mar-
ket at a meeting in Paris in 1930.6 The American chapter of this story is of 
great interest, not least because of the climate of political agitation that 
characterized the first two decades of the 20th century in the United States. 
But after the 1929 crash and Roosevelt�s election every advance took place 
within the limits imposed by the rise of the New Deal and its complex rela-
tionship with the cultural industry: even Orson Welles�s Citizen Kane 
(1940), the most accomplished attempt to amplify a range of expressive 
possibilities most American film directors and producers did not even know 
about, is already a planned regression in relation not only to Welles�s own 
work in the theater, but also in relation to the rich tradition of political thea-
ter in the first two decades of the century, which may be only comparable to 
the German experience. What remained after this �age of revolutions� was 
the uncomfortable fact � which cultural criticism is yet to deal with ade-
quately � that for many important artists and critics on the left the pleni-
tudes and splendors of aesthetic intensities and the development of a re-
fined aesthetic and cognitive apparatus to be used to map reality in aston-
ishingly revealing ways depended on political defeat and on those artist 
and critics turning their backs on the world of class struggle and revolution-
ary political organization (not, of course, always a question of individual 
choice).  
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However, the constant attempt by a number (albeit limited) of contem-
porary artists and critics to produce a utopian vision of a cultural practice in 
film production that keeps alive the early promise described by Benjamin 
may be seen as a sign of hope. If anything, Altman�s attempt to re-function 
the post-modern pastiche (which, indeed, fulfilled with a revenge the de-
mand of a wider range of available expressive forms) and its generic trans-
formations to remind us of those early possibilities is an example of that 
operation. An analysis of his work must, therefore, deal with not only the 
filmic �texts� and their incredibly rich realization of the �epic vocation� of 
film, but also with his experiments with alternative methods of production 
(which cover a wide range of topics, from the collaborative writing of the 
script to his approach to directing actors).7 Distribution, of course, remains 
a crucial unresolved problem, which has made of Altman something of a 
cherished eccentricity in Hollywood and has prevented his experiments 
from acquiring greater visibility. 

If, as Fredric Jameson argues in Archaeologies of the Future, the uto-
pian text is an apparatus which scans the horizon of social life both for uto-
pian enclaves, that is, for areas of social life that have not yet been com-
pletely colonized by the reifying forces of capital, as well as for a diversity 
of available expressive forms that can say the �new contents�, then the end 
of the waste of productive forces is the inescapable horizon of any utopian 
vision in cultural production and criticism. To go beyond the �desire to de-
sire� that constitutes the utopian drive in commercial film, as Jameson 
demonstrates in his analysis of Dog Day Afternoon,8 where the political 
content is not so much in the obvious progressive content, but in the desire, 
however faintly detectable, to see the wheels of History begin to turn again 
(in the form of class struggle in the case of this film), it is crucial to under-
stand that the production of a really democratic, critical and, why not, sub-
versive culture depends not only on renewing old hopes, which we thought 
had been forgotten, but, ultimately, on the change of relations of production 
which will give power to the true producers: artists and technicians. Or, to 
say the same in other words, the utopian text depends on the conditions 
which would eventually spell out its uselessness. 
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Etopia, Or, After the Illuminist Imaginaries of Modernity 

Raymond Aaron Younis 

The links between utopian and dystopian imaginaries, computer medi-
ated communication technologies and the �digital divide,� in its numerous 
forms, as well as the links between these things and science fiction, are 
relatively under-researched. It will be argued here that the tendency to view 
the internet in terms of utopian or dystopian imaginaries is problematic on a 
number of levels; it will also be argued that science fiction films which are 
framed in terms of informatics and computer mediated communication 
technologies, such as 2001 and The Matrix trilogy, actually problematise 
such imaginaries. 

James Katz and Ronald Rice highlight some of the utopian imaginar-
ies in relation to the internet, which is represented variously as a global 
source of emancipation, a catalyst of increased democratisation and a path 
to �an egalitarian, multimedia information society.�1 They examine a kind of 
utopian imaginary in which access increases, participation increases (in the 
global net economy), fewer netizens are disenfranchised, and civic, political 
and community involvement increase. According to this imaginary, it will be 
easier for all to participate, more and more will become active and as a 
consequence more problems will be solved as more citizens will be em-
powered. The utopian trajectory is quite clear: this is a discourse of ongoing 
improvement or amelioration and computer mediated communication tech-
nologies will enable it. 

What needs to be weighed against these kinds of discourses is the 
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dystopian discourse of a theorist like Baudrillard, who understood emanci-
pation, or liberation, in the context of the digital or virtual world as a deregu-
lated system which entails a �monstrosity.�2 Emancipation is seen as an 
ideal in a �sort of illuminist imagining of modernity.�3 The new paradigm, 
according to Baudrillard, is �integral reality� in which the very possibility of 
representing the oppressed subject vanishes and in which such beings are 
outside the order of representation; there can be no transcendence.  

Technology is understood as integralist; it resembles a cataclysmic 
event that initiates the �code of the automatic disappearance of the world.�4 
We are no longer confronted with a monitor which reflects our image but a 
surface that resembles an abyss, where image and imagination are lost. 
�We� are subject to the order of �indefinite repetition.�5  The nihilistic-
dystopian connection is clear to Baudrillard: desolation and emptiness are 
the results.6 With regard to the �haves� and �have nots,� or to the �digital di-
vide,� Mark Warschauer points out (a statistic familiar to scholars in this 
area) that �up to 96% of the world�s population [is] without connectivity,� 
especially in parts of Asia, South America and Africa. Moreover, he points 
out that levels of connectivity do not seem to be improving in these parts of 
the world. He does not believe that social problems can be solved by the 
provision of computers and access to the Internet,7 with some justification, 
since �access� brings into view many factors including �physical, digital, 
human, and social resources and relationships.�8 More problematically, he 
argues that the �original sense� of �digital divide … attached overriding im-
portance to the physical availability of computers and connectivity�, though 
just what he has in mind when he speaks of such things remains unclear. 
He also finds the division between the �haves� and the �have nots� to be 
�inaccurate,� �patronising� and impotent,9 but again for reasons that are not 
set out clearly or cogently.It is not clear what sources he has in mind or 
which scholarly works he is addressing. It is possible to argue that the �digi-
tal divide� allows a practical and informed analysis of the extent to which 
the global population participates in any meaningful sense in this �global� 
technology; the extent to which the technology is genuinely global; and the 
extent to which it helps to alleviate real communication and cultural prob-
lems in many parts of the globe. Although the relationship (which one finds 
articulated in the Mondo 2000 discourse, for example) between high-
technology and its middle-class appropriations, on the one hand, and the 
low-technology sphere manifested, for example, in the state of the op-
pressed in the Matrix trilogy, on the other, is a pertinent one here, War-
schauer�s work on the �digital divide� serves to reinforce the sense of a 
state of privation that should not be forgotten in the context of dystopian 
imaginaries in particular. In other words, these imaginaries are often articu-
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lated not just in terms of differences of degree (for example, in terms of 
high-tech and low-tech accessibility and penetration) but also, importantly, 
in terms of differences in kind – it would seem that dystopia is in one sense 
about what it means to be in a state of privation, or to echo the words of 
Warschauer quoted above, about what it means to exist in the relative ab-
sence or lack of  �physical, digital, human, and social resources and rela-
tionships.�   

Certainly, many utopian and dystopian imaginaries with regard to the 
Internet revolve around the notion of a �digital divide� or its overcoming in 
socially, culturally and/or politically interesting and significant ways and 
there have been many notable studies in this respect.10 And certainly, 
Bloch�s writing on �the absolute light� that �still� burns �within,� the actual 
movement towards �the cosmic implementation of the principal concept of 
utopia,�11 like his emphases on utopia in the light of the �inconstruable� and 
in relation to �restlessness,� �emptiness,� and �unknowing,� are apt in this 
context: �it is not questionable to say that it [the beginning] is enigmatic; ... 
it is we whose beginning remains enigmatic, since the darkness of the lived 
moment, so near to us, ... still contains the enigma of the beginning.�12

What then of the relevance of utopian and dystopian imaginaries with 
regard to informatics, computer mediated technologies and science fiction? 
It has been argued that utopian imaginaries in relation to the Internet and 
computer mediated communication technologies are problematic, to say 
the least, because of the digital divide and analogous problems and issues, 
some of which will now be explored further. 

Science fiction films like 2001: A Space Odyssey and The Matrix tril-
ogy are also framed in terms of techno-mediated utopian or dystopian post-
colonialist or postmodernist (post-human) imaginaries. 2001 frames its vi-
sion of transformation and transcendence within the context of a kind of 
neo-Nietzschean affirmation of self-overcoming or Überwindung; each 
phase of our evolution from the time of the apemen produces beings who 
are bridges to the Übermensch, who in turn is evoked in the final frames of 
the film in the form of the star child at the dawn of a new dispensation that 
evolution fashions out of the prior earthly informatics-based integration of 
culture, history, technology and emergent consciousness. This is a dispen-
sation which is techno-mediated; it supersedes in a mysterious but affirma-
tive way the union of astronaut and monolith in a heightened space-time 
manifold � a manifold which is realised by the narrative drive towards 
higher, integralist techno-cultural capabilities (Dave, once free of HAL and 
the ship that HAL controls � a metonymic representation of human culture 
and history in the grip so to speak of informatics and technoscience � 
drives further into infinity, a voyage that he seemingly cannot undertake 
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and survive without the techno-mediated leaps which the monolith signifies 
and impels). The film seems performatively to demonstrate the utopian be-
lief that technology, or more broadly, technoscience, will aid transcendence 
and drive human culture to a hitherto unrealised potentiality, closely akin to 
that of the neo-Nietzschean Übermensch  –  in the context of informatics, 
and parodying Nietzsche�s Zarathustra, one might say: technoscience as 
the bridge to the overman.13 There can be little doubt that this demonstra-
tion is conditioned by the techno-centred dynamics and hopes of the pre-
sent age, with the current emphasis on the transformative possibilities of-
fered for example by our ability to connect human neurons to computers, or 
the fibres of human consciousness, so to speak, to computer hardware, 
and by the possibility of augmenting and extending bodies in virtual and 
prosthetic ways in the posthuman age. 

But it is possible to discern in 2001 a critique of the ideological dimen-
sion of such transformations and of posthumanism in general; it is not at all 
clear in the film that the future in which transcendence seems imminent is 
one that can be shared by all or from which violence and warfare are ab-
sent, for the first three parts of the film have made clear the informatics-
based connection not just between technological advance and cultural 
transformation, but also between technological advance and recurrent con-
flict, tension and violence. The symbolic order of the intersection, or the 
code of the integration of these elements, is one in which the �world,� in 
Baudrillard�s sense, does not so much disappear as reappear artificially, 
virtually or digitally on a platform that is inherently precarious because it is 
based on fragile alliances, affiliations and associations. This precarious-
ness or instability concerning the acceleration and transformations at the 
intersections of technology and culture is not really resolved at all by the 
film�s final thematic and narrative thrust.  

It is as if the film appropriates a teleological form where sublation and 
synthesis are problematised by the persistence of alterity, that is, a kind of 
difference or otherness which haunts a systematic desire, a no less persis-
tent global drive, towards a higher but not a synthesising or totalising telos. 
The images at the end of the film, with its opening towards a future preg-
nant with mystery and possibility, performatively raise the question of a 
goal that is yet to come, a kind of secular messianic promise, perhaps. The 
enigma at the film�s end (not forgetting Bloch�s insistence on the enigma of 
the beginning, again) � not so much a fatal strategy as a �foetal� strategy, 
one might say! � is in one very important sense a dramatic, portentous and 
heightened metonymic re-inscription of the multiple and non-synthesisable 
structure of potentiality. The Child is in no clear sense an embodiment of 
racial or ethnic unity or global harmony and cohesion, a point that seems 
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also to be metonymically inscribed and reinforced in its fair features and 
blue eyes (in themselves haunting metonymic traces of a traumatic, unfor-
gettable, familiar and disturbing early twentieth century politico-cultural his-
tory and narrative concerning race, ideology, oppression and genocide) 
and of the desire that shapes this conception in the very space of the inter-
section between technology and the nascent cultures of the Übermensch. 
One is left awestruck and mystified in the very space of that intersection 
where ontology has become inescapably intertwined with technoscience. 
Or where the symbolic order brings together ontos and techne, where the 
ontological desire for and drive towards transcendence is rendered dual, 
multiple even, by traces of alterity (realised for example through violence 
within and around the symbolic order of evolutionary transformation and 
growth) that have been superseded in some forms but persist as traces or 
spectral elements which the order must bear with itself. One sees a kind of 
spectral archive, one might say, which the symbolic order that culminates in 
the enigmatic vision at the film�s end cannot erase from view but rather sus-
tains and bears within itself like some obscure but inherent mutation, that 
haunts the (virtual or digital) host throughout its (virtual or simulacral) evolu-
tionary transformations. The meaning of the film, in its ultimate sense, is yet 
to be realised, but not in terms of a Hegelian dialectic. There is no indica-
tion in the film that the foetus is spirit; it seems very physical, very embod-
ied, very material. In this sense the film�s ultimate meaning is not so much 
deferred as already unfolding; it is framed as yet another transformation, 
now incorporating the (simulacral) body of the child, itself a metonymy of 
further evolutionary transformations to come.14  

The evolutionary frame with its unfolding transformations of matter and 
energy should not be overlooked. In this context it is problematic to situate 
the film securely within a utopian or dystopian framework. It is not at all 
clear that the divisions that are instantiated in many of the film�s earlier 
scenes or the tensions and conflicts between human and artificial intelli-
gence have been conclusively overcome. Certainly, Hal has been left be-
hind, but crucially, the subject, once again, has been impelled by the mono-
lith�s appearance � and the monolith has been linked throughout the film 
with technological advance. If the child is an immanent Übermensch of 
some kind, the overall trajectory would suggest that technology and culture 
will continue to evolve in an established, but not necessarily a utopian or 
dystopian, affiliation, and not necessarily in the absence of division or con-
flict or violence. Though the singularity of the image of the child may sug-
gest a unity to come, there is nothing to indicate clearly that that unity will 
be all-encompassing: the internal dynamics and structures of the child�s 
consciousness or of its phenomenal existence remain uncharted and mys-
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terious due to their future orientation. In this context the digital divide takes 
on another guise: division is not just generated by the technology and its 
accessibility; here, the divide remains internal and is preserved, by implica-
tion and suggestion, in the unfolding archive that is the consciousness of 
the metonymic Child as it turns towards an uncertain future that may well 
feature some of the dynamism, at least, of its eventful and persistent past. 
The informatics question � that of the integrated or affiliated evolution of 
technoscience, history, culture and consciousness � constituted by this 
open futurity, is nonetheless sufficient to problematise any dogmatic affir-
mation of a utopia or dystopia to come. 

The Matrix Trilogy also putatively explores technologically mediated, 
culturally heightened utopian and dystopian imaginaries that are overtly 
concerned with digitally divided multitudes. The �have-nots� in this world 
are numerous and, crucially, bear within themselves revolutionary impetus 
and fervour. But the films also appropriate a messianic frame and valorise 
messianic eschatologies.15 Just as 2001 connects but does not totally syn-
thesise technoscience and possibly redemptive evolutionary structures of 
transformation, The Matrix connects but does not fully synthesise a kind of 
post-humanist, redemptive neo-messianism (pun intended!) that cannot be 
divorced from the symbolic order of alterity.  

The Zionites and their leaders are clearly post-humanist figures in a 
new and symbolically divided world order. They lead technologically aug-
mented and mediated lives; they hack into the matrix; they destabilise its 
structures of oppression and enslavement; ontology has become con-
nected to, and more fully intelligible in terms of, computer mediated com-
munication technologies such as the Internet, or more broadly in the con-
text of the technoscientific paradigm. Morpheus, Trinity and Neo are clearly 
positioned in an apocalyptic context: humanity needs to be emancipated 
and redeemed, not from technoscience, to be sure, but from the neo-
imperialist realisation of technological capability. The overtly post-
colonialist, neo-messianic eschatological frame is apparent in their quest 
for the redeemer, embodied through a process of gradual realisation in the 
hybrid figure of the new man, Anderson, and the awakened redeemer, Neo. 
But the films are quite clear on the nature of the redemptive task: the re-
deemer must join with the god of the machines in order to obliterate the 
virulent alterity of simulacral evil (configured digitally as a nihilistic rogue 
program and as a potentially infinitely replicating digital virus) embodied in 
the symbolic figure of Smith. 

The Matrix films seem to be dystopian on one level: the �code� in the 
narrative is shorthand for global mastery, oppression and the illusion of 
freedom and fulfilment, amongst other things. But the dystopian possibili-
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ties of our technologically mediated futures are only a pretext; these films 
inscribe simulacral evil in the forms of neo-colonialist oppression and of ni-
hilistic self-affirmation and self-replication only to affirm the higher sote-
riological order of the triumph of the symbolic man of faith and emergent, 
virtual messianism. For example, in the penultimate scenes of the trilogy, 
Smith has been obliterated (almost sublated and transcended); the Zionites 
have been set free from their neo-Platonic cyber-cave, symbolic site of the 
wretchedness of the conscious and the free (as the cyber-colonised); the 
image of Neo has been linked to the image of the god of the machines, as 
the symbolic son is linked to the symbolic father in messianic eschatolo-
gies, and Neo�s digitally configured death unfolds in a spectacular cruciform 
explosion of light through the eschatologically transformed virtual city of the 
host. The simulacral figure of the illuminated son, in his virtual agony, tech-
nologically augmented and heightened, sets the Zionites (virtual slaves, so 
to speak) free. In this way he instigates a kind of eschatological messianic 
cyber-code, a new symbolic order, a new kind of image of the ark of the 
covenant for the post-humanist age, in which a tentative peace is achieved 
and a tentative unity is inaugurated between the order of the transfigured 
but technologically augmented �son� and his followers, and the order of the 
god of the machines, or the symbolic �father,� who is technologically medi-
ated and realised. In the affiliation of the figure of the �father� and the �son,� 
the inherent apostatic � Luciferian, one might say � elements are brought 
into the order of the father�s dominion, at least for a time, by the heroic ex-
pulsion of Smith, and the hitherto anticipated and prophesied sacrifice of 
the new virtual �lamb,� Neo. 

Though it seems on the surface that a utopian imaginary governs the 
end of this narrative, this is by no means clear or straightforward. Just as 
the vision at the end of Kubrick�s film inscribes an enigma and a question (a 
question of possibility, of an open but not entirely unknown horizon in rela-
tion to a Nietzschean discourse of transformation and self-overcoming, a 
day beginning and ending according to this kind of metonymic representa-
tion, a noontide and a night to follow), The Matrix trilogy inscribes an 
enigma and a question too but within a techno-soteriological code: the hu-
man (global) population, techno-culturally configured, virtually enslaved by 
the order of the machines, and digitally divided along the lines of something 
like a master-slave cyber-dialectic, a codified virtual father and son relation 
which is twofold and cleft (not �one,� for it operates as a redemptive but 
also as an oppressive bond), is granted freedom. But this freedom, it is 
clear, is predicated upon agony and death (a kind of cyber-crucifixion) as 
pretexts of a transcendence that is anything but stable and eternal: the 
�peace� is open to negotiation and agreement, therefore also to the possi-
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bility of disagreement, and is tentative, only just beginning, provisional and 
hence open to the possibility of alterity. This much seems to be embodied 
in the figure of the young girl who, like the Child of 2001, metonymically 
signifies a better but in some sense uncertain future, one that is not neces-
sarily in the utopian register, but who, unlike the Child in 2001, exists in the 
shadow of the messianic narrative. She lives, she is free, the sun shines, 
the world unfolds, even as she articulates the hope of the return that forms 
such an integral part of the eschatological-messianic narrative.  

�Etopia� � which is neither purely utopian nor dystopian, partly be-
cause it is constituted by the question of our evolution posed and explored 
in digital or simulacral environments, and generally in the context of infor-
matics, by the question of what constitutes those transformations in con-
sciousness at the intersections of technology and culture, and by the ques-
tion of digital divides understood more broadly � is found in those virtual or 
simulacral spaces where informatics, technoscience and culture are con-
nected and made intelligible, as representations, within narratives of trans-
formation, self-overcoming, hope, emancipation, the promise of a possible 
return, and of another division transcended, perhaps. But such �etopian� 
concerns do not unfold independently of another, and integral, order of 
questions: the question of a representation of an evolution that is not en-
tirely an enabling phenomenon, a representation of a possible difference 
that has not been articulated, anticipated or imagined (akin in some re-
spects to Socrates� or Derrida�s aporetics).16 They represent a future that 
is genuinely open, complex, full of promise and therefore also with an inte-
gral element of uncertainty, and of anxiety too, but one in which the dis-
courses of freedom, emancipation and deliverance can unfold as manifold, 
complex and illuminist, not just in the sense of the Enlightenment, but also 
in the sense of something that is configured, or better, enfigured � subject 
to tropeology, one might say: given light, emphasis, energy, vitality, ren-
dered vivid, even radiant through the image or the sign, as in 2001 or The 
Matrix trilogy. In other words, etopia is not bound to the order of the affirma-
tive or the negative alone but also, inescapably and generally, to the mani-
fold order of the interrogative, or of heuristics more broadly, and their in-
herence in the replicable registers of discourse, narrative, the virtual, the 
simulacral, the digital and the imaginary. 
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