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Editorial 

Matthew Ryan & Simon Sellars 

This special issue of Colloquy contains seven papers from the �De-
manding the Impossible: Utopia, Dystopia and Science Fiction� conference 
held at Monash University in December 2007. A companion publication, 
Demanding the Impossible: Utopia and Dystopia, previously published as a 
special issue of Arena Journal, also brought together papers from the con-
ference. The Colloquy papers engage with the figures of utopia and dysto-
pia as they appear both in literary forms and in political activity. A variety of 
theoretical approaches are deployed, including concepts from the field of 
Utopian Studies associated with the work of Fredric Jameson, Tom Moylan, 
Lyman Tower Sargent and Ernst Bloch. However, other names also appear 
that are not so readily associated with utopia or dystopia: Jacques Derrida, 
Mikhail Bakhtin, Jacques Lacan, Pierre Macherey, Slavoj �i�ek, Giorgio 
Agamben. The scope of these theoretical sources is an index of the con-
tributors� innovative analyses and also an indication of just how productive 
a field of investigation is provided by the topoi of utopia and dystopia.  

In this issue, Sarah Curtis offers an analysis of Sarah Palin�s vice-
presidential campaign, considering the Pentecostal-utopian context which 
set Palin as the figure of the �imaginary real� of US patriotism against 
Obama�s �symbolic real� of the global market. Michal Kulbicki considers the 
critical neglect of the work of Iain M. Banks, speculating that this may be 
due to the latter utopian novels appearing amidst the rise of �critical dysto-
pian� science fiction. Simon Sellars counters readings of J.G. Ballard�s writ-
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ing as simply dystopian with the view that the writing instead comprises a 
series of �affirmative dystopias� that compel us to �think the break.� Amy 
Crawford provides a historical periodisation of the literary-discursive uses 
of utopia and dystopia in parallel readings of Thomas More, Aphra Behn 
and Sarah Scott. Alec Charles sees the various incarnations of Dr Who as 
a continuation of H.G. Wells�s aspiration toward �dialogue, reconciliation 
and compromise,� a position shared with Bakhtin and Derrida. Darren 
Jorgensen, reading Ursula Le Guin, argues that utopian figures are always 
�dialogical and critical� and thereby provide the �generative contradiction� of 
the utopian novel. David Jack moves through the familiarity of George Or-
well�s Nineteen Eighty-Four to consider the liberated subject and question 
the too-certain distinction between totalitarianism and liberal democracy. 

These papers point to the diversity of approach and energy of en-
gagement that was typical of the �Demanding the Impossible� conference. 
We hope to repeat that success in 2010 with �Changing the Climate: Uto-
pia, Dystopia and Catastrophe�, the Fourth Australian Conference on Uto-
pia, Dystopia and Science Fiction. Some of the critical insights from this is-
sue of Colloquy will no doubt contribute to next year�s discussions of the 
catastrophic tendencies in and of the present. They will also hopefully call 
out to the latent figures of utopian transition rather than perpetuate mere 
mitigation. 

Matthew Ryan & Simon Sellars 

The editors would like to thank Andrew Milner for his invaluable editorial 
assistance in compiling this special edition. 



A R T I C L E S  



On Failure and Revolution in Utopian Fiction and Science Fiction 

of the 1960s and 1970s 

Darren Jorgensen 

Ursula Le Guin's The Dispossessed (1974) was a bestselling novel of 
its time, and remains a classic work of contemporary utopian fiction. De-
spite its successes, utopian scholar Tom Moylan describes it as a �flawed� 
example of his own model of a critical utopian form particular to the 1970s.1 
He considers Joanna Russ's The Female Man (1975), Samuel Delany's 
Triton (1976) and Marge Piercy's Woman on the Edge of Time (1979) to be 
more adequately critical, as they call into question the stasis of a �passively 
perfect society� with an �engaged, open, critical utopia.�2 This kind of self-
reflexivity toward the closures of the utopian imagination was necessitated 
in the 1970s by the totalitarian tendencies of the twentieth century, as Nazi 
Germany, Stalin's Soviet Union, Mao's China and corporate America pro-
claimed their utopian credentials but with little of the happiness and liberty 
that was supposed to accompany utopia's realisation.3 The experimental, 
open-ended play of Piercy, Russ and Delany responds to this historical 
situation by dialogically interrogating the narrative conventions of closure, 
to push generic boundaries and negate the utopian claims of historical 
states. Moylan's argument claims a distinctive place for this critical turn in 
the history of the genre, but finds The Dispossessed to not be critical en-
ough, for while it portrays a utopian world, this utopia has become some-
what stagnant. More significantly, the novel is not dialogical, instead relying 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  17 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue17/jorgensen.pdf 



░    On Failure and Revolution in Utopian Fiction and Science Fiction 
of the 1960s and 1970s 

7 

on a more traditional mode of narrative, in which a supernaturally talented 
male character, Shevek, plays out a heroic quest by travelling off-world, 
beyond his utopian world, leaving his female partner and child at home.4 
Moylan cites other critiques of The Dispossessed: Samuel Delany argues that 
the only homosexual character in The Dispossessed functions only to normal-
ize the novel's heterosexism,5 while John Fekete and Nadia Khouri point out 
that the scarcity of the utopian moon, the way in which the lunar society strug-
gles to produce enough to eat, reproduce those ideologies of capitalism that 
proclaim its own unrivalled production of wealth.6  

I want to argue here that Moylan, and by implication these other com-
mentators on Le Guin, have mistaken the actual subject of her book, which is 
not so much utopia, utopian hope or revolution as much as it is the failure of 
these forms. The dialogical quality of utopian fiction, its critical engagement 
with failure and closure, was already at work within the so-called static utopias 
that Moylan identifies in earlier eras. The problem with Moylan's description of 
the critical utopia is two-fold. First, to situate the critical utopia historically, he 
presumes that earlier utopias were static exercises in world building, but as I 
want to argue here, they were already dialogical and critical. Moylan falls prey 
to the notion that utopian form has a progressive history, as if one utopian 
novel succeeds another, thus revealing the fallacies of earlier formulas for fic-
tional production. Second, his critique thinks that the patriarchal power system 
of capitalism is somehow embedded within the novel's formal qualities, as if 
the experimental tendencies of Piercy, Russ and Delany were not themselves 
implicated within this system. Yet the formal experiments of fiction, their inter-
est in self-reflexivity, do not necessarily make them more politically correct, 
their forms either more or less implicated in the ideological superstructures of 
their time. In this, Moylan has failed to confront the more dire implications of 
the failure of utopian states in the twentieth century, their tendencies toward 
totalitarianism. For even Thomas More's closure of the Island of Utopia from 
the mainland in the sixteenth century was a critical engagement with the de-
pendence of the utopian imagination upon capitalism, its tendencies toward 
closure in a dialogic relation with the expansive, assimilative tendencies of 
capital. 

Le Guin's The Dispossessed describes the divided and war-ridden 
world of Urras and its impoverished anarchist moon Anarres, a planet that 
resembles our own and an alternative utopia that hangs like hope in its 
skies. The substance of Moylan's criticism of the novel lies in the fact that 
the oppressed working class of Urras are unable to organise their own 
revolution, but await Shevek, who arrives from the anarchist moon to incite 
revolt. For one-and-a-half centuries, the people of Urras have looked up to 
the moon as a symbol of hope, but a hope that has remained frustrated, out 



Darren Jorgensen    ░ 8 

of reach of their own capacities. It is not really Shevek's anarchism that 
drives him to Urras, but his mathematical talent that brings him an invitation to 
stay at the university there. Shevek's research promises a theory of instanta-
neous communication that will allow immediate contact between the inhabited 
worlds of the galaxy, Le Guin repeating an old pattern of science fiction narra-
tive, a pattern that is patriarchal in the strictest sense, as revolution relies upon 
not only an individual male hero but the power of a transcendent law of the 
universe that enforces this power. Moylan reads The Dispossessed insofar as 
it configures the concerns of the 1960s, and is based on the expectation that 
she could have produced a more radical book, one that is adequate to the ex-
perience of utopia. Yet Le Guin published The Dispossessed in a very differ-
ent historical situation � after the failure of the radicalism of the 1960s to effect 
change in Western societies. Her novel is better read as a response to the 
question of the survival of capitalism rather than its disruption and overthrow. 
While Piercy, Russ and Delany narrate societies in radical transition, Le 
Guin is interested instead in the intricacies of social reproduction. 

The utopian moon of Anarres has, like the capitalist world Urras from 
which it seceded, become stagnant, and thus possessed of its own mode 
of patriarchal order. Le Guin's point is that, although Urras realizes the kind 
of utopian society imagined by the radicalism of the 1960s, this is not the 
same as the spontaneous living embodied by many 1960s radicals. A post-
revolutionary society, as the old Soviet Union and China have taught us, is 
not the same thing as the activity of revolution itself. The Dispossessed is 
Le Guin's considered response to the historical experience of the 1960s, 
when radicals were confronted by a real-world communism that had gone 
awry, as well as by the incredible stability of capitalism itself in the face of 
upheaval. She signals the subject in the novel�s 168-year time frame, the 
period since a group of revolutionaries left Urras to establish the anarchist, 
lunar moon. This causes slippage between the story time of 168 years and 
the actual time of 1968, the year in which state capitalism was nearly over-
thrown by protest in France (at least according to those involved), and in 
which America prepared to put men on the moon. To think these historical 
moments alongside the novel is to discover something of the unconscious 
of this historical time in the early 1970s, a time that began to periodise the 
1960s. 

This was an idea of the 1960s that presented multiple possibilities for 
the human race, yet by the time Le Guin published The Dispossessed 
these possibilities were being eclipsed. As the 1968 revolution failed to ef-
fect permanent change in France, America faced a financial crisis and cut 
back its planned Apollo missions to the moon. The 1960s were a time of 
possibilities that seemed in retrospect to be excessive, as this decade 
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turned into the 1970s, so that The Dispossessed positions itself in this his-
torical moment of the 1970s rather than in the utopian one that has just 
passed. It is not so much a utopian novel as a meditation upon the failures 
of utopian imagination. Indeed, as I will argue, utopian fiction has main-
tained from its inception a dialogue with the failures of the utopian form. As 
Le Guin reports, on her anarchist moon: 

The circle has come right back round to the most vile kind of profi-
teering utilitarianism. The complexity, the vitality, the freedom of in-
vention and initiative that was the centre of the Odonian ideal, we've 
thrown it all away. We've gone right back to barbarism � if it's new, 
run away from it; if you can't eat it, throw it all away!7

The measure for this loss of the revolutionary moment is the alienation of 
the physicist Shevek, who must rely on a degree of �egoism,� as the de-
rogatory Anarres term has it, to accomplish his work. Yet the anarchist au-
tocracy demands that he be egoless, that his labour be collective rather 
than solitary. This notion of egoism restricts the vitality of imagination, its 
creativity in work, and is ultimately the sign of a patriarchy, a rule by law, at 
work on this anarchist moon. What began as a philosophy of liberation 
turns on this post-revolutionary world into another discursive regime of 
power and its restrictions. Thus Le Guin illustrates the mobility of patriar-
chy, and that it is not only tied to capitalism, but will reappear in new his-
torical situations. She outlines not only the joy of living in this anarchist so-
ciety, but also the limits of this joy, which ultimately drive Shevek off-world 
to visit his fellow physicists on the capitalist world of Urras. This is a narra-
tive of return, as he recognises the �air� of his ancestral �home,� on the 
planet of Urras, without ever having been there.8 The break that his world 
has made with Urras is incomplete, as he remains tied to this old order, his 
anarchist identity implicated in its capitalism. No wonder that his own moon 
developed its own structure of power, its own rhetoric of authority, as its in-
habitants looked up to see capitalism in orbit across their sky. As the working 
class of Urras looked up to see hope in the anarchist moon, so the socialists 
on Anarres look in their sky to see the world they fled as a sign of their own 
continuing problems, its problems written into the fate of their own experimen-
tal society. 

Thus Le Guin's book dialectically poses a series of problems with uto-
pian form, and illustrates the dependence of this form on capitalism. This is 
the critical quality of The Dispossessed, as it does not so much create a vi-
able alternative vision as create a multiplicity of systems that implicate each 
in the others. The self-critical quality of this novel, that describes its place 
within 1970s capitalism, addresses not so much the intricacies of revolu-
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tionary thought as it does revolutionary failure. After the 1960s, she takes 
this failure to be historically demonstrated, not only by the persistence of 
capitalism in her own time, but by the stratification of twentieth-century 
radicalism itself. Her critique of the totalitarian regimes of communism lies 
within her descriptions of life on the utopian moon itself, with its own dis-
tinctive series of oppressions. Shevek discovers that: 

the social conscience completely dominates the individual con-
science, instead of striking a balance with it. We don't cooperate �
we obey. We fear being outcast, being called lazy, dysfunctional, 
egoizing. We fear our neighbour's opinion more than we respect our 
own freedom of choice.9

Thus, even utopian society tends toward the sedimentary, toward patriar-
chy and oppression. The phenomenon of egoism is a central, dialectical 
problem that Le Guin sets out on the level of content, as characters accuse 
each other of being egoists, while Shevek's ego drives the narrative ten-
sion. While the anarchist identity is founded on its difference from capital-
ism, it will produce such internal differentiations as the negative idea of a 
capitalist world from which utopia is born infects this utopia with negativity. 
The cultural reproduction of a society does not take place in isolation, but in 
an ongoing dialectic with its own history. The implications of this utopian 
failure to make an absolute and revolutionary break with the past lie in 
Shevek's thought: �That the Odonian society on Anarres had fallen short of 
the ideal did not, in his eyes, lessen his responsibility to it; just the con-
trary.�10 Le Guin's utopianism here recognises that it is a part of the very 
structures it wants to overturn, that its own utopianism is caught up in the 
utopian idealism that has preceded it, and failed. 

The most concrete historical analogy for the anarchist moon of Anar-
res, in which revolution becomes a discursive regime, is the experience of 
the old Eastern Bloc, such as the Soviet Union. These countries realised in 
history the same features of enclosure and scarcity that Le Guin is putting 
into play in this novel. In her contribution to a debate over the relationship 
between Marxism and science fiction in early issues of Science Fiction 
Studies, Le Guin shares her disillusionment with communism, a disillusion 
that the left confronted at this moment in its history.11 Scarcity becomes the 
penance served upon a revolution for some, rather than for all. The utopian 
moon is, like the old East, cut off from the world from which it came, its iso-
lation an attempt to foster revolutionary purity but actually fostering pa-
thologies of paranoia toward capitalism. To blame this author for not being 
utopian enough in her narrative, as Moylan does, is simply not to be critical 
enough, not to see that Le Guin is making a considered response to a con-



░    On Failure and Revolution in Utopian Fiction and Science Fiction 
of the 1960s and 1970s 

11 

crete historical situation that in the early 1970s had become all too appar-
ent for the left. Utopian form is dependent upon the anti-utopian world of 
capitalism. The novel's narrative form is dependent upon a history of narra-
tives that have evolved within capitalism. Born of the violent differences in-
ternal to capitalism, the novel re-enacts this violence upon itself, struggling 
with revolutionary ideas but in a process of narration and world building that 
bear the scars of its own historical formation. 

Thus the distinction that Moylan makes between the critical utopia and 
the totalising blueprints of the classical utopia is a problematic one. The dis-
tinction he makes is Hegelian, as it regards the utopian novel developing 
within its own, internal logic, toward an actualization of utopia itself. Yet many 
critics have argued that even Thomas More's inaugural text, Utopia (1516), 
did not represent a stasis but was instead operating dialogically, as it pro-
posed a series of contraries that were themselves self-critical. William T Cot-
ton, for example, finds at least five historical crises within More's novel, be-
trayed by the fact that the �Utopians� institutions are neither immutable nor 
completely consistent, and therein lies potential for significant change.�12

Christopher Kendrick maps the influence of several coincident modes of 
production upon the novel, modes that were at work in More's unsettled pe-
riod of European history.13 The traces of feudalism and capitalism are there, 
as well as communism itself. Kendrick takes his theoretical tools from Louis 
Marin's Utopics (1984), itself indebted to the experience of May 1968.14 This 
study of More emerged from a seminar on utopia during the upheavals of this 
time, and developed as a way of making his teaching relevant and construc-
tive to the student movement around him. Marin reports that the seminar 
failed because it was institutionalised in the first place, and thus thinks of 
More's book as a meditation on the difficulty of realising utopian ideas.15 In 
Utopics, he proposes a dialectical reading of More, the implication being that 
there never was an uncritical utopia, and that even in the sixteenth century the 
utopian text is self-conscious about its own stasis, or ideological closure. How 
can there be markets and theft in a society without money or crime? How can 
there be a prince in a society of equals? The Island of Utopia was never a per-
fect society, but an expression of More's own historical time, as capitalism 
confronted an aristocratic feudalism. The clash between modes of production 
and their attendant ideologies produces the contradictions at work within the 
Island of Utopia, which was never a blueprint for a closed social order, but 
was always wracked by its own internal differences. In this, Marin pushes 
Moylan's notion of the critical utopia back to the fifteenth century, revealing 
that utopia's critical operation cannot be distinguished from its self-critical 
operation. 

Marin invents the idea of the 'neutral', a theoretical figure by which the 
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possibility of other worlds might be imagined. This neutral appears in More 
as a trench dug by the Utopians to let the ocean flow between their island 
and the mainland. The neutral also describes the vast desert that Raphael 
must cross before arriving at the Island of Utopia, the perilous journey he 
must make to discover this lost society. This neutral is at work in Le Guin 
too, as Shevek steps off the spaceship and onto the ground of his ancestral 
world of Urras. In doing so, �he stumbled and nearly fell. He thought of 
death, in that gap between the beginning of a step and its completion; and 
at the end of the step he stood on a new Earth.�16 Here, Le Guin puts a 
void into narrative play, in an absence that lies between pre- and post-
revolutionary orders, in an infinity that pertains to the logic of worlds that al-
lows both to exist side by side, capitalism and utopia in one figuration. Of 
concern here are the structures of recuperation that Le Guin and Marin 
have in common, structures that they put into place so as to figure revolu-
tionary experience. In Le Guin, the disappointment in the legacy of the 
1960s, the trauma of returning to life as normal, turns into this schism be-
tween the worlds of Urras and Anarres. For Marin, this experience is regis-
tered in the neutral, a concept that looks to the radical possibility of social 
change, but interpellates this possibility into its own failure as it embraces 
different worlds, different social orders. 

In the wake of 1968, the philosopher Pierre Macherey turned to fiction 
to recover its revolutionary imagery from the ideological closures that He-
gelian modes of critique tended to impose upon it. Writing in the wake of 
May 1968, Macherey argues that the ideologies of literature are always and 
inevitably determined by capitalism, and that it is the role of critique to find 
within fiction that which eludes such closures,17 for sites of cultural produc-
tion entertained what Macherey's teacher, Louis Althusser, described as a 
conditional autonomy, a freedom permitted only within the repetitious, mir-
roring structures of cultural reproduction.18 In A Theory of Literary Produc-
tion (1978), Macherey turns to the content within a novel that resists ideo-
logical sedimentation, to the chaotic assemblage of images that betray the 
dynamic resistance of an author to the ideological operation of their own 
fiction. If Moylan, Delany, Fekete and Khouri rail against the betrayals that Le 
Guin has made of their various, utopian concerns, it is because she is not bat-
tling on this terrain of ideological expression in the first place. If Le Guin had a 
woman as a hero, or put into place an experimental style of writing, it would 
make little difference insofar as Macherey is concerned, since these are ideo-
logical operations already recuperated within capitalism. Yet by its nature, 
writing simultaneously eludes these ideological operations, these closures, to 
put into play more complex figurative constellations. In this sense, the utopian-
ism of Le Guin's novel lies not in the ideological struggle to effect change, but 
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in the remainder of an ideological struggle that exhausts its potential to effect 
change. Thus the utopianism of The Dispossessed lies in its figures rather 
than its discourse, within its constellation of irreconcilable imagery rather than 
within its narrative ideologies. 

The figure I have largely turned to thus far to illustrate the figuration that 
exceeds ideological recuperation is egoism. Egoism and propertarianism are 
the negative signs of what is otherwise a positive social order that strives for 
the realisation of mutual aid in everyday life. They are used to discipline soci-
ety and subjects alike in order that this utopian world might function. Yet they 
also function to create the very things they set out to eliminate, as Sabul, the 
nominal head of the physics syndicate, obstructs Shevek's desire to publish 
his work by calling his brand of physics �propertarian,� or, when Takver dis-
likes the name her child has been allocated by a central computer, she be-
trays a dimension of motherhood that might be considered propertarian.19 The 
concepts necessary to make anarchism function are ideological because they 
interpellate individuals in different ways, yet these concepts are also figures 
because they betray the way that individuals exceed their own interpellation. 
Le Guin's inability or unwillingness to imagine a truly utopian world, instead 
imagining the failure of utopia, is tied up with the fate of these figures. 

Indeed, the novel is full of figures that generate narrative tensions around 
the possibility of utopia. Physics is another, appearing at once to be a poten-
tially utopian and liberating science in the possibility of Shevek realising his 
theory of simultaneity that will allow easy communication and travel between 
solar systems. Yet it is also anti-utopian, as it serves little function on the im-
poverished anarchist moon that has little use for communicating with the rest 
of humanity. The contradiction here is between the idea of utopia for all and 
utopia for some, one of the most pressing conflicts in utopian thinking, and 
one that doomed 1960s America, where Le Guin is from, to a conflict between 
political activists and drop-outs. Yet another figure is monogamy, which is dif-
ficult, even looked down upon on the anarchist moon, because it inconven-
iences the distribution of workers to the most effective places. 

Monogamy is a figure because it produces multiple ideological configura-
tions, at once being a sign of the ultimate sharing and social sacrifice, and on 
the other a propertarian act.20 Such figures generate critical descriptions of 
the contradictions at work within the utopian imagination. 

The question of physics as either a functional or non-functional part of 
a society configures fiction's own place within revolutionary politics. One of 
Shevek's friends is a playwright, who is socially isolated by the critical and 
cynical nature of his writing. This character ends up committing suicide af-
ter also finding himself at odds with his anarchist moon, in a mirror of 
Shevek's own departure to the world of Urras. Shevek, who thinks of the 
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work of the artist (and, by implication, the novelist) as central, because they 
apply to all areas of life, resists the possibility that this work is itself useless 
and non-functional.21  

Yet Le Guin's narrative remains haunted by the failure of its own uto-
pian politics, by the possibility that the novel may itself be inadequate to the 
demands of actualising utopia. That the contradiction is worked into the 
novel itself, in the figure of Tirin the artist, realises the criticality that has 
been at work within utopian fiction since Thomas More himself, so that, on 
the one hand, Le Guin's narrative is counter-revolutionary since it returns to 
pre-revolutionary situations � the change that the novel anticipates both on 
Urras and Anarres are never realised. Yet the model of narrative presented 
here argues that narrative structures are always counter-revolutionary, and 
that the true revolutionary content of a novel lies elsewhere. 

Macherey's distinction between representation, which is ideological, 
and figuration, which describes the poetic images that generate narrative 
tension, is useful for differentiating the two modes of reading. It also helps 
in getting around the expectation that narratives will conform to certain 
ideological parameters, that the form of a novel will adequately reflect its 
political commitments. On the contrary, I have argued here against Moy-
lan's proposition that one novel could be more political than another, more 
utopian than another. This reading of Le Guin's The Dispossessed sug-
gests instead that utopian content can be found in its figures, that the uto-
pian figure is the generative contradiction behind the utopian novel, rather 
than the other way around (that is, the novel determining this or that uto-
pian ideology). 
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The flight from history: 

from H G Wells to Doctor Who – and back again 

Alec Charles 

Monsters have ceased to be news. There is 
never any shortage of horrible creatures who 
prey on human beings … but examples of wise 
social planning are not so easy to find. 

– Thomas More.1

You spend all your time thinking about dying – 
like you’re going to be killed by eggs or beef or 
global warming or asteroids. But you never take 
time to imagine the impossible. That maybe you 
survive.  

– Doctor Who.2

This paper examines how, in the wake of 9/11, BBC Television�s Doc-
tor Who has symbolically explored that catastrophe and the efforts to con-
struct a new world order in its aftermath. In doing so, it witnesses parallels 
with the apocalyptic and utopian visions of the programme�s own greatest 
literary influence, the seminal science fiction of H G Wells. 
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It’s not the end of the world 

Political situations have often advertently paralleled and exploited 
those of fantasy space. Both John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan recog-
nised the power of �science fiction� concepts (from NASA to SDI) as rally-
ing cries during the Cold War � just as the Soviet authorities launched 
Tarkovsky�s Solaris (1972) as their response to Kubrick�s 2001 (1968) in a 
celluloid version of the space race. Hollywood imagineers feature today on 
the payroll of the Pentagon as creative professionals hired to envisage 
worst-case terror scenarios, and even Osama Bin Laden (known to be a 
fan of popular American culture)3 appears to have raided U.S. blockbusters 
for his ideas � he specifically seems to have been inspired in his apocalyp-
tic plotting by Tom Clancy�s Debt of Honour,4 a story in which a terrorist 
crashes a civilian airliner into Washington.  

Slavoj �i�ek has written of the events of 9/11 as cinematic in their 
spectacular nature5 and Bin Laden�s particular debt to Clancy was ac-
knowledged by CNN when, on 11 September 2001, the news station chose 
to interview the novelist as part of its coverage of the attacks on the World 
Trade Center. As Michael Gove wrote in The Times on 12 September 
2001: �the scenario of a Tom Clancy thriller or Spielberg blockbuster was 
now unfolding live on the world�s television screens.�6 Indeed, the relation-
ship between screen fantasy and the events of 9/11 was underlined, in the 
most extraordinary way, by the debut episode of Chris Carter�s X-Files 
spin-off, The Lone Gunmen, which in March 2001 had depicted a terrorist 
attempt to fly a hijacked airliner into the World Trade Center. 

Just as history echoes science fiction, there has been a similarly 
strong reciprocal trend for science fiction to reflect contemporary historical 
situations. As far back as H G Wells�s The War of the Worlds (1898), we 
have witnessed science fiction�s expressions of urgent geopolitical angst � 
in this case, concerns over the sustainability of imperial hegemony: �The 
Tasmanians � were entirely swept out of existence in a war of extermina-
tion waged by European immigrants � Are we such apostles of mercy as 
to complain if the Martians warred in the same spirit?�7

Orson Welles�s 1938 radio adaptation of The War of the Worlds fa-
mously revisited Wells�s narrative to play upon contemporary anxieties 
about the imminence of world war, while Byron Haskin�s 1953 screen ver-
sion saw Los Angeles devastated in an enactment of prevalent fears of So-
viet invasion and nuclear holocaust. Half a century on, with its ravaged cit-
ies, crashed jets and underground alien terror cells, Steven Spielberg�s 
War of the Worlds (2005) has updated Haskin�s Cold War allegory as a fa-
ble of the War on Terror. 
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The scope of Spielberg�s adaptation recalls Wells�s insight that �this 
isn�t a war � It was never a war, any more than there�s a war between men 
and ants.�8 This is of course the reality of contemporary conflict. The cur-
rent situation is one in which, as Howard Tumber and Frank Webster sug-
gest, �militarily the USA is beyond challenge.�9 This sense of disequilibrium 
has been palpable since the collapse of the Soviet superpower in the early 
1990s � and indeed since the first Gulf War (1990-91), a conflict which, ac-
cording to Jean Baudrillard, was �won in advance � We will never know 
what an American taking part with a chance of being beaten would have 
been like.�10 More recently, Aijaz Ahmad�s depiction of the War on Terror 
has advanced uncanny echoes of Wells�s interplanetary war: �Such is the 
asymmetry of power in our time: those who rule the universe shall be victo-
rious against � the most wretched of the earth.�11

Spielberg�s humans start off as the victims of a surprise terror attack 
(like the people of New York in September 2001), but they end up as casu-
alties of an invasion by forces whose technological superiority mirrors the 
overwhelming military imbalance, which characterises the War on Terror � 
and thus come to resemble the citizens (and insurgents) of Iraq. What goes 
around comes around: the imperial power becomes politically equivalent to 
its former Tasmanian subject. Indeed, when in Wells�s original novel a 
shell-shocked artilleryman envisages a mode of underground guerrilla war-
fare against the alien invaders, the scenario closely anticipates by more 
than a century the resistance in occupied Iraq.12

Spielberg�s film is one of several recent blockbusters that present the 
al-Qaeda attacks and the War on Terror as the defining topics of twenty-
first century screen science fiction. Like The Day After Tomorrow (2004), I 
Am Legend (2007) and Cloverfield (2008), Spielberg�s War of the Worlds 
depicts the destruction of the postmodern American metropolis. Cloverfield 
is particularly striking for the way in which its visual style (exclusively per-
formed through the lens of a hand-held camcorder) recalls the shaky news 
footage of 11 September 2001.  

Other films focus on the reactionary transformation of American soci-
ety since 9/11. Set in Washington DC, Oliver Hirschbiegel�s The Invasion 
(2007) revises the anti-Communist politics of Don Siegel�s Invasion of the 
Body Snatchers (1956) to imagine western pluralism transformed into a 
fundamentalist Utopia by forces which are at once alien and insidious: a 
world in which the violence of Iraq and Darfur are unknown � in which 
�there is no other� � and in which therefore �humans cease to be human.�  

Even Spielberg�s Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull 
(2008) draws timely parallels between McCarthyism and contemporary 
American paranoia. Chris Carter�s The X-Files: I Want to Believe (2008) 
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makes a related point when it self-consciously juxtaposes images of 
George W Bush and J Edgar Hoover, while James McTeigue�s V for Ven-
detta (2006) envisages the Orwellian tyranny of a post-War-on-Terror Brit-
ain. 

Recent superhero movies have also examined America�s continuing 
moral crisis, most obviously the unambiguous depiction of the arms indus-
try�s exploitation of the War on Terror in Jon Favreau�s Iron Man (2008). 
Heralded by a poster displaying a burning city skyscraper, Christopher 
Nolan�s The Dark Knight (2008) advances a similarly problematic perspec-
tive upon the crusade against an uncompromising and irrational terrorism in 
its representation of the twilit Utopia of the vigilante � a state of emergency 
in which civil rights are suspended and one which, the film finally empha-
sises, must not be allowed to solidify into a new world order. Meanwhile, 
the opening of another comic-book adaptation, Tim Story�s Rise of the Sil-
ver Surfer (2007), sees an alien strike cause an aircraft to crash into a 
Manhattan skyscraper. The film goes on to critique �extreme rendition�: the 
torture of a terror suspect by U.S. agents at an isolated military base. 

These films invoke apocalyptic concerns that have lain dormant since 
the end of the Cold War. Similar anxieties are discernible in the CBS televi-
sion series Jericho (2006-08) and the BBC�s Spooks: Code 9 (2008), both 
set in the wake of nuclear terror attacks. Analogous end-of-civilization sce-
narios are witnessed in Danny Boyle�s 28 Days Later (2002) and Juan Car-
los Fresnadillo�s 28 Weeks Later (2007) � the latter elaborating to address 
issues of U.S. military brutality in the failed reconstruction of an occupied 
zone, the consequent spread of rabid extremism and the eventual exporta-
tion of terror. These visions refer us back to the eschatological science fic-
tion of the opening years of the Cold War: Richard Matheson�s 1954 novel I 
Am Legend13 (which inspired film adaptations in 1964, 1971 and 2007) and 
John Wyndham�s 1951 novel The Day of the Triffids (inspired by The War 
of The Worlds14 and adapted for cinema in 1962, and for television in 1981 
and 2009). They also recall the BBC�s Survivors (1975-77), another ac-
count of a post-apocalyptic world and remade in 2008 for a post-9/11 gen-
eration. 

These fantastically cataclysmic tableaux are somewhat more optimis-
tic than, say, the harsh realism of Nicholas Meyer�s The Day After (1983) or 
Mick Jackson�s Threads (1984). Like the Christian apocalypse itself, they 
delineate a purged world ripe for reconstruction: they represent, in Fredric 
Jameson�s words, �a Utopian wish fulfilment wrapped in dystopian wolf�s 
clothing.�15 One recalls in this context �i�ek�s analysis of two of screen fic-
tion�s most celebrated responses to 9/11, Paul Greengrass�s United 93 
(2006) and Oliver Stone�s World Trade Center (2006): �they want to read 
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the 9/11 catastrophe as a blessing in disguise ... This utopian perspective 
is one of the undercurrents that sustain our fascination with disaster mov-
ies: it is as if our societies need a major catastrophe in order to resuscitate 
the spirit of community solidarity.�16 Jameson and �i�ek�s interpretations 
expose a post-catastrophic utopianism which we might also observe in 
Tony Blair�s declaration to a Labour Party conference on 2 October 2001: 
�The kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon they will 
settle again. Before they do, let us re-order this world around us.� 

Blair�s geopolitical opportunism anticipates the denouement of the Hol-
lywood adaptation of Douglas Adams�s The Hitch Hiker’s Guide to the Gal-
axy (2005), which flourishes a utopian Earth built to replace the planet 
obliterated by the Vogon demolition fleet. This cathartic reconstructionism 
adheres to H G Wells�s argument in The Shape of Things to Come (1933), 
that:  

without the sufferings of these generations men�s minds could never 
have been sufficiently purged of their obstinate loyalties, jealousies, 
fears and superstitions; men�s wills never roused to the efforts, dis-
ciplines and sacrifices that were demanded for the establishment of 
the Modern State.17  

Wells�s Modern State is founded upon a century of war and plague, which 
annihilates half the human race.18 However, his totalitarian visionaries, like 
those neoconservatives bent upon building a new world order in the wake 
of 9/11, might do well to remember the eventual despair of Lionel Verney, 
the sole survivor of a world also ravaged by war and plague, an idealist 
who finally comes to recognise the futility of his own utopian ambitions, in 
Mary Shelley�s seminal work of apocalyptic science fiction, The Last Man: �I 
smile bitterly at the delusion I have so long nourished.�19

Much of the popular television fantasy and science fiction broadcast in 
the United States since 9/11 advances similarly problematic perspectives 
upon the imposition of a new world order. Star Trek: Enterprise (2001-
2005), Battlestar Galactica (2003-2009) and Heroes (2006- ) each in their 
different ways scrutinise human responses to sudden and devastating ter-
ror attacks upon the modern democratic metropolis.20 Commensurate con-
cerns can also be witnessed in BBC Television�s twenty-first century rein-
vention of its longest running science fiction series, Doctor Who. 

Doctoring history 

The BBC�s own history of British science fiction, The Martians and Us 
(2006), has argued that the original series of Doctor Who (1963-89) began 
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as an elaboration of H G Wells�s The Time Machine.21 John Tulloch and 
Henry Jenkins similarly report that �the time-travelling idea for Doctor Who� 
originated in Wells;22 and Tulloch and Manuel Alvarado add that:  

When in November 1963 the scientific but whimsical Doctor returned 
to his time machine for the first time, dressed as a turn-of-the-
century gentleman, the salute to H G Wells� scientist/time traveller � 
was appropriate � Doctor Who, as its first producer said, was based 
�more than loosely on The Time Machine.�23  

Indeed, the Doctor�s first encounter with his arch-enemies, the Daleks, in 
1963 (the tale of a post-apocalyptic conflict between effete pacifists and the 
subterranean monsters who prey on them) is very obviously modelled on 
The Time Machine � and perhaps more immediately on George Pal�s 1960 
screen adaptation of Wells�s novel.24

Upon the franchise�s extraordinarily successful revival in 2005, the 
new Doctor Who seemed significantly less Wellsian in its accents and tone. 
It was self-consciously contemporary, set in a land of leather jackets, hous-
ing estates and New Labour politics, and overtly resolved upon �getting the 
tone right for the twenty-first century.�25 It has discussed illusory weapons 
of mass destruction in �World War Three� (2005), American hegemony in 
�The Christmas Invasion� (2005), �The Sound of Drums� (2007) and �Voy-
age of the Damned� (2007), and Guantanamo Bay in �The Sontaran 
Stratagem� (2008). Its lead writer, Russell T Davies, has proclaimed the 
programme�s �anti-war message�26 and has added that, although these at-
tempts at �quick satire� may be �hardly profound,� he believes that, for ex-
ample, his reference to the weapons of mass destruction debate �satirises 
a politician on TV about needing a war; men have died for that, are dying 
now.�27 The programme�s parodies of British politics have even been noted 
by the Daily Telegraph, among other newspapers, which recognised the 
similarity between Tony Blair and the show�s arch-villain, the Master, who, 
in �The Sound of Drums� (2007), fools the British people into electing him 
Prime Minister.28

Digitally remastered 

By the start of the new series of Doctor Who, the protagonist�s home 
planet has been annihilated in a final battle with the Daleks � the Time War. 
In an approach reminiscent of the blackout which accompanies footage of 
the attack on the World Trade Center at the opening of Michael Moore�s 
Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), this catastrophe is never shown, as though its vis-
ual and emotional impact were too much for the eyes or for the screen. 
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In the programme�s second episode, the Earth is also destroyed (in 
the far distant future), and in its second and third seasons the series de-
picts a reconstructed New Earth, and specifically (and aptly) the city of New 
New York. However, this New Earth is not the Utopia it appears (fleetingly) 
to be. On his first visit to New New York, the Doctor discovers a society 
whose health is sustained by the torture of an imprisoned underclass in a 
vivisectionist�s version of Abu Ghraib; on his second visit, he finds the city 
ravaged by drug addiction and environmental pollution. Humanity�s brave 
new world is a very poor sort of Utopia, a state of moral complacency and 
social decadence, a veritable entropia. 

In �The Ark in Space� (1974), Tom Baker�s Doctor had discovered the 
final survivors of humanity sheltering in a space station from solar flares, 
which had devastated the Earth. Baker declared: 

Homo sapiens: what an inventive, invincible species. It�s only a few 
million years since they crawled up out of the mud and learned to 
walk. Puny, defenceless bipeds. They�ve survived flood, famine and 
plague � they�ve survived cosmic wars and holocausts and now here 
they are, out among the stars, waiting to begin a new life, ready to 
outsit eternity. They�re indomitable. Indomitable. 

Thirty-three years later, in an episode entitled �Utopia� (2007), David Ten-
nant�s Doctor encounters a similar group of human survivors � this time at 
the very end of the universe. Tennant�s words echo Baker�s speech:  

You survived. You might have spent a million years evolving into 
clouds of gas and another million as downloads, but you always re-
vert to the basic human shape � the fundamental humans. The end 
of the universe and here you are � indomitable, that�s the word � in-
domitable. 

Yet this optimistic view of humanity�s potentially utopian future is short-
lived. In �The Christmas Invasion� (2005), when Britain�s Prime Minister or-
ders the destruction of a defeated alien invasion force, the Doctor�s judg-
ment of homo sapiens is significantly less positive: �That was murder � I 
should have told them to run as fast as they can. Run and hide because 
the monsters are coming. The human race.� In �Midnight� (2008), the para-
noia which envelops a hijacked travelcraft does not evoke the heroism of 
the passengers of United 93 (or, for that matter, of the ferry passengers in 
The Dark Knight) so much as the xenophobic hysteria of the UK�s tabloid 
press, as the travelcraft�s passengers, faced with an unseen threat, con-
spire to cast the programme�s alien hero to his death: �He just turned up 
out of the blue � like an immigrant � he hasn�t even told us his name � 
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we should throw him out � get rid of him now.� The following episode, 
�Turn Left� (2008), presents a dystopian alterity in which London has been 
destroyed by an alien strike � in a curious version of 9/11, a space liner has 
crashed into Buckingham Palace. The resulting state of emergency wit-
nesses the triumph of a military authoritarianism, which leads inexorably 
towards the establishment of detention (or concentration) camps for immi-
grants: �Labour camps � that�s what they called them last time. It�s happen-
ing again.� The crisis results in a resurgence of racist nationalism: �It�s the 
new law. England for the English.� 

In the first season of the regenerated Doctor Who, the humans of the 
two-hundredth millennium are enthralled to relentless rounds of reality tele-
vision and game shows, while the losers from these programmes are har-
vested to breed new generations of robotic killers. The second season pre-
sents a vision of contemporary humanity enslaved to its mobile information 
and communications technologies, which ultimately convert (or �upgrade�) 
the species into another breed of killer robots. The third season depicts or-
dinary men, women and children at the end of the universe so desperate to 
survive the impending cataclysm that they download into cybernetic globes, 
which then return in time to devastate and occupy early twenty-first century 
Earth. This is, as the series terms it, our ultimate �Utopia.� 

The latter apocalypse is deployed by the Doctor�s fellow Time Lord, a 
psychopathic villain known as the Master: he transforms present-day Earth 
into a slave empire controlled by murderous robot globes, which contain 
those remnants of the human race. The Master attempts to appropriate the 
protagonist�s role as the saviour of humankind, but his vision is technocratic 
and puritanical and his �Utopia� is a barren dystopia, a war-torn landscape 
reminiscent of other contemporary attempts to construct a new world order. 
The new series of Doctor Who constantly warns against the dangers of 
these philanthropic fundamentalists � from the Emperor of the Daleks, bent 
on building his own �heaven on earth� in �The Parting of the Ways� (2005), 
to John Lumic and Davros, the fanatically utopianist creators of the robotic 
Cybermen and the Daleks respectively. 

Extreme renditions 

This ostensibly benevolent tendency towards moral extremism repre-
sents the central problem of global politics today. Do we remain uncom-
promisingly faithful to our utopian ideals, or do we attempt to negotiate a 
pragmatic reconciliation with material history, a consensus mobilised to 
confront the current historical crisis, this clash of civilizations manifest in an 
absurd and endless conflict against an abstract concept? Caught between 
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idealism and pragmatism, we may recall Derrida�s elaboration of this di-
chotomy:  

Tragedy would leave this strange sense, a contingent one finally, 
that we must affirm and learn to love instead of dreaming of the in-
numerable � But where would the dream of the innumerable come 
from if it is indeed a dream? Does not the dream itself prove that 
what is dreamt of must be there in order for it to provide the 
dream?29  

Is it the case that anti-utopian sensibilities themselves, as Fredric Jameson 
proposes, admit �some conviction as to the inevitability of Utopia�?30 Or is 
Utopia, as Jameson also implies, practically impossible � insofar as �so 
radically different a society cannot even be imagined�?31

William Morris would not of course admit to the unreality of his utopian 
ambition: �if others can see it as I have seen it, then it may be called a vi-
sion rather than a dream.�32 Edward Bellamy also refused to concede to 
contemporary reality. Towards the end of Looking Backward, his narrator 
wakes from his dream of a twentieth century Utopia and finds himself once 
more in the dystopian Boston of the nineteenth century. Yet a few pages 
later, he is roused from that nightmare to discover that his �return to the 
nineteenth century had been the dream, and [his] presence in the twentieth 
was the reality.�33

Faced, however, with the immensity and immediacy of humanity�s ca-
pacity for self-destruction, Derrida, by contrast, eventually rejects an im-
possibly utopian idealism in favour of a rather more practicable approach. 
He suggests that the most exigent task of philosophy is �to postpone the 
uses of these weapons [of mass destruction] � To make the conversation 
last.�34 Derrida sides with the pragmatics of affirmation: �deconstruction is 
always � on the side of the affirmation of life.�35 From this position, he ar-
gues that �one must keep the discussion going� and that we might thereby 
�band together against both the politics of American hegemony � and an 
Arab-Islamic theocratism.�36

Derrida declares that we must urgently now �learn to live.�37 Yet, as he 
adds, this imperative is not unproblematic. Who is it that teaches us to live, 
who conjures and commands this existential Utopia? And where therefore 
might this utopian desire tend? The irony is that in learning to live, we are 
all too often directed by the very extremist influences, which this strategy of 
pragmatic affirmation has renounced. In the competing voices which now 
seek to prescribe our ways of life, Derrida thus discerns �conflicts of culture 
and religion that are tearing apart � the world � Entire regiments of 
ghosts have returned � camouflaged by � the postmodern excess of 
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arms (information technology � and so forth).�38

These armoured techno-utopianists have found form in so many of 
science fiction�s prophecies, particularly in Doctor Who�s own �Army of 
Ghosts� (as it dubbed its legions of Cybermen in 2006) and the rest of its 
robotic and monstrous host. But the villains of the twenty-first century�s 
Doctor Who are not necessarily malevolent in themselves: they are impa-
tient extremists who refuse to compromise their quests for perfection. Per-
haps the most striking of these figures is Davros, the creator of the Daleks, 
who in �Journey�s End� (2008) attempts to obliterate the universe in order 
to attain his vision of heaven:  

Structure falls apart � People and planets and stars will become 
dust, and the dust will become atoms, and the atoms will become 
nothing � This is my ultimate victory � the destruction of reality it-
self.  

Yet since his first appearance in the series in �Genesis of the Daleks� 
(1975), Davros has stressed that his ambition, though uncompromising, is 
ultimately benevolent:  

When all other life forms are suppressed, when the Daleks are the 
supreme rulers of the universe, then you will have peace. Wars will 
end. They are the power not of evil but of good. 

Where I find my heaven 

Unlike Davros and the Master, the Doctor � the self-styled healer � 
understands that the process of reaching a sustainable and sustaining 
peace is both time-consuming and traumatic. The possibility of a better fu-
ture does not (like a crusade or a jihad) involve the projection of an illusory 
past or the eradication of the historical present. In his twenty-first century 
incarnations, the Doctor no longer solves the problems of the universe so 
much as he allows those individuals he encounters to see that they hold 
the solutions within themselves. This pluralist approach eschews the inter-
ventionist polarizations which destroyed his civilization � and which, for that 
matter, may yet destroy our own. 

This is a critical and kinetic utopianism redolent of Tom Moylan�s 
model of a �self-reflexive and deconstructive� idealism,39 and one which 
also returns us to a Wellsian design: �the Modern Utopia � must shape not 
as a permanent state but as a hopeful stage leading to a long ascent of 
stages.�40 As envisaged in A Modern Utopia (1905), Wells�s perfect world 
does not attempt to �change the nature of man.�41 In this respect, it differs 
fundamentally from the Utopia of the Cybermen, the Daleks or the Master � 
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and, as Wells emphasises, from that of William Morris and other classical 
utopianists.42 Wells argues that the Morean or Platonic imposition upon in-
dividuals of a totalizing schematization � what George Orwell characterises 
as the wish to �freeze history�43 � creates an unsustainably monologistic 
realm. Wells�s Utopia does not negate the past, it embraces and consoli-
dates the dialectical process: �Utopia too must have a history.�44 Like the 
Doctor and Derrida, Wells promotes the prospect of �a flexible common 
compromise.�45 He specifically offers his Utopia as an �effectual conclu-
sion� to the controversies between leftism and individualism46 � to the likes 
of Lenin�s insistence upon the �antithesis � between liberalism and social-
ism.�47 It may be that this reconciliatory pragmatism proves more effective 
than any amount of unbending idealism. 

What remains, then, is a Utopia, which is resolutely material, historical 
and dialogical, not the perfected state of fundamentalism, but the aspirant 
condition of a critical humanism. This Wellsian Utopia �is not to be a 
unanimous world any more, it is to have all and more of the mental contra-
riety we find in the world of the real.�48 Perhaps Samuel Butler�s mock-
utopian vision was not so far off the mark after all. Butler wrote of his Ere-
whonians that �when they profess themselves to be quite certain about any 
matter, and avow it as a base on which they are to build a system of prac-
tice, they seldom quite believe in it.�49 It may be that this is the most sus-
tainably utopian (or heterotopian) perspective of all. 

In approaching the possibility of this heteroglossic utopianism, it 
seems pertinent to invoke the dialogical paradigms of Mikhail Bakhtin. Bak-
htin proposes the potential suspension of diametrically opposite positions 
within the notion of an �active-dialogic understanding� � the possibility of an 
�infinite and unfinalized dialogue in which no meaning dies.�50 Bakhtin�s 
dialogical imaginary is at once anachronistic and profoundly historical: it 
transcends individual contemporaneity to propose an interactive structura-
tion of histories and times. The architectonics, which mediates between the 
individual and the historical � this �unity of answerability�51 � represents an 
organic, dynamic and discursive time machine. This process transforms the 
text into one �capable of uncovering in each era and against ever new dia-
logizing backgrounds ever newer aspects of meaning; [its] semantic con-
tent literally continues to grow, to further create out of itself.�52 Bakhtin�s 
dialogical model articulates a textual progressivism, which offers, in its de-
constructive negotiation of contraries, to regenerate the static pseudo-
utopianism of his own formalistic and totalitarian environment. 

Indeed, despite Wells�s implications as to the totalizing nature of Tho-
mas More�s own Utopia, we may see hints of this self-deconstructive, criti-
cal utopianism in More�s original. More�s Utopia exposes the ambiguities 
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and impossibilities of its own idealizations. Its promised land is both a terra 
incognita and a terra nullius � a no-place of Ademus � �Nopeople� � and of 
Achoriorum populus, the people of �Nolandia.�53 More�s Utopia is hardly, in 
the popular and simplistic sense, utopian at all: it may be the prototype of 
Utopia, but it is hardly its stereotype.  

Fredric Jameson defines the meta-Utopian as including �both the Uto-
pia and its generic adversary.�54 Tom Moylan identifies within a comparable 
mode of �self-critical utopian discourse�, the potential for �a process that 
can tear apart the dominant ideological web.�55 One might enquire, in this 
context, whether Thomas More�s own apparent utopianism does not im-
manently resolve itself, or fail to resolve itself, into a similar set of practices. 
More himself challenges the condition of his Utopian citizens by announc-
ing �the grand absurdity on which their whole society was based.�56 More�s 
satire upon Utopia occupies precisely the same textual space (which is 
therefore a metatextual space, a paradoxical and impossible space, a no-
place), as does the satire upon his own socio-political reality, which that 
Utopia/Utopia represents. It is through this self-problematizing praxis (and 
its implicit and essential rejection of autarchy) that More offers the possibil-
ity of Moylan�s critical Utopia: �a seditious expression of social change [�] 
in a permanently open process of envisaging what is not yet.�57

If the utopian impulse breaks down upon its contact with material his-
tory, then perhaps by inscribing � and, more importantly, integrating � its 
antithesis and its own absurdity within itself (as indeed, by the argument of 
its first part, More�s Utopia literally does), it might achieve a balance and a 
self-awareness sufficient to sustain it beyond the moment of its conception, 
the revolutionary or revelatory moment, and to translate its abstraction into 
the very physical placedness (the historical reality) which it had denied it-
self and which had threatened to extinguish it. It is only through dialogue 
with itself, its contraries and its contexts that the utopian impulse can hope 
to contextualise itself into existence. 

Bad omens 

Published four years before A Modern Utopia, H G Wells�s Anticipations 
(1901) advances a much harsher perspective upon the future. Anticipations 
predicts that the end of the twentieth century would witness the rise of �a 
naturally and informally organized, educated class � a New Republic 
dominating the world.�58 Wells�s New Republic is no frozen Utopia: its foun-
ders �will not conceive of it as a millennial paradise, a blissful inconsequent 
stagnation, but as a world state of active � human beings.�59 Yet this dy-
namic futurity seems starkly less heterogeneous than Wells�s Modern Uto-
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pia: his New Republic�s approaches to the uneducable classes range from 
the eugenicist through to the genocidal: 

To make life convenient for the breeding of such people will seem � 
an exceedingly abominable proceeding � [The New Republicans] 
will � where the whole tenor of a man�s actions � seems to prove 
him unfitted for free life in the world � remove him from being � 
[The New Republic] will tolerate no dark corners where the people of 
the Abyss may fester � those swarms of black, and brown, and 
dirty-white, and yellow people, who do not come into the new needs 
of efficiency � it is their portion to die out and disappear.60

These Anticipations in many ways anticipate the unsentimental vision of the 
process of the establishment of the hegemonic and homogeneous Modern 
State, which Wells presents in The Shape of Things to Come, portraying 
the apparent inevitability of the violent, uncompromising and totalizing im-
position of a perfected, absolutist state: �the new government meant to rule 
not only the planet but the human will. One thing meant the other ... There 
was now to be one faith only in the world, the moral expression of the one 
world community.�61 This �pitilessly benevolent� and �oppressively puritani-
cal� regime declares that �the world is still full of misleading doctrines � 
and it is the duty of government to erase these � We have to get a com-
mon vision of existence � established throughout the whole population of 
the world, and speedily.�62 In today�s terms, Wells�s state seeks to win the 
hearts and minds of the people � through shock and awe. 

In Things to Come (1936), William Cameron Menzies�s less-than-
faithful film adaptation of Wells�s text, a similar perspective is advanced by 
the new world order�s dictator, a leader whose absolutist vision of a future 
of endless struggle allows no room for compromise: �for Man no rest and 
no ending � he must go on � conquest beyond conquest � all the universe 
or nothingness.� This ambition anticipates George W. Bush�s uncompro-
mising proclamation of his own relentless crusade in his address to Con-
gress on 20 September 2001:  

Our war on terror � will not end until every terrorist group of global 
reach has been found, stopped and defeated � Every nation, in 
every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or 
you are with the terrorists. 

At once contradicting and reinforcing his own (already inherently absurd) 
message, the President added that this mission was �a task that does not 
end.� 

The Krillitane leader in Doctor Who�s �School Reunion� (2006) repre-
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sents a remarkably similar mode of ludicrously benevolent tyranny � a 
transformative power that he offers to share with the Doctor: 

Reality becomes clay in our hands. We can shape the universe � 
and improve it ... Think of the changes that could be made if this 
power was used for good � Become a god at my side. Think of the 
civilisations you could save � your own people � the Time Lords 
reborn. Imagine what you could do. 

The Krillitane�s position draws upon a strand of uncompromising utopian-
ism, which leads from the Enlightenment into the French Revolution (from 
Rousseau to Robespierre) and towards the imposition of an intellectual 
elite�s social contract in the utopianism of modernity � the kind of industrial 
and technological societal construct foreseen by Wells�s Anticipations and 
by his Modern Utopia. Postmodernism responds to this monological vision 
with its emphasis upon the possibilities of a pluralistic, dialogical mode of 
utopianism, one able to deconstruct its own totalizing trends. The absolutist 
grand narratives represented by such attempts to enforce new world orders 
as those of American neoconservatism or Islamic fundamentalism may be 
countered by the arguments in favour of dialogue, reconciliation and com-
promise attempted by figures as (fittingly) diverse as Mikhail Bakhtin, Jac-
ques Derrida, Russell T Davies and Barack Obama. The tensions between 
these polarizing and pluralist impulses not only represent (as Fredric 
Jameson and Tom Moylan demonstrate) a critical point within the history of 
utopian theory, they also articulate a crucial debate for our times. 

Conclusion 

At the end of The Shape of Things to Come, H G Wells proposes a 
model for utopian desire, which transcends William Morris�s dichotomy be-
tween the fantastical dream and the prophetic vision: 

If this is neither a dream book nor a Sybilline history, then it is a the-
ory of world revolution. Plainly the thesis is that history must now 
continue to be a string of accidents with an increasingly disastrous 
trend until a comprehensive faith in the modernized World-State � 
takes hold of the human imagination.63  

Wells�s text has warned against an aggressive and proscriptive brand of 
utopianism: like Derrida, he argues instead in favour of a school of theory 
which narrates and elucidates historical processes, an ongoing and amelio-
rative dialogue between the contemporary situation and possibilities of futu-
rity. In an era of impetuous ideological polarisations, we might benefit from 
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this sense of radical patience. As the twenty-first century incarnation of 
Doctor Who also reminds us, the transformation of the universe can only be 
sustainable if it embraces difference and change. This is not a sudden, vio-
lent or totalizing mode of redemption: it is the slow yet eternally dynamic 
process of individual salvation and self-sacrifice. 

In his epilogue to The Time Machine (1895), however, Wells offers a 
starker view of humanity�s prospects. He has already portrayed a world in 
which the class struggle has led to the evolution of a degenerate cannibal-
istic subspecies of homo sapiens. His Time Traveller journeys even further 
into the future, to the very end of the Earth, but finds nothing to counter this 
pessimistic perspective:  

He � thought but cheerlessly of the Advancement of Mankind, and 
saw in the growing pile of civilization only a foolish heaping that must 
inevitably fall back upon and destroy its creators in the end.64

Doctor Who to some extent maintains the chance of a future ripe with more 
positive possibilities. But it does so not by declaring the inevitability of a 
specific Utopia (as the Master, the Krillitanes, the Daleks, the Cybermen 
and Wells�s Modern State and New Republic do), but, like A Modern Uto-
pia, precisely by delineating the impossibility and undesirability of a classi-
cally, stereotypically and homogeneously perfect state. 

The utopianist cannot after all enter her promised land. The attainment 
of perfection annihilates utopian desire � not because it satisfies that de-
sire, but because it cannot. Utopian citizens themselves � citizens of a fro-
zen, total Utopia � lack the utopian dynamic. They neither dream nor hope. 
Perhaps those who struggle towards that perfection have the better end of 
the deal. As Albert Camus suggests at the close of The Myth of Sisyphus, 
�the struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man�s heart. We 
must imagine Sisyphus happy.�65
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Iain M Banks, Ernst Bloch and Utopian Interventions 

Michał Kulbicki 

I. 

This paper will develop a reading of Iain M Banks�s �Culture� novels 
using notions about utopian hope drawn from the work of the German phi-
losopher, Ernst Bloch. Since there are seven novels, a novella and a short 
story in the series, I will not enter into great detail about particular works, 
but will rather focus on their overarching theme, albeit with specific refer-
ence to the third book, Use of Weapons. 

Although the novels rank amongst the most commercially successful 
science fiction of recent years, continuously present in the major bookstore 
chains of the UK and Australia and translated into languages including Es-
tonian, Spanish and Finnish, Banks does not rate a mention in Fredric 
Jameson�s Archaeologies of the Future or in Tom Moylan�s Scraps of the 
Untainted Sky. This seems particularly odd, given Banks�s focus on utopia 
and Jameson�s and Moylan�s own sustained engagement with it. Darko 
Suvin, perhaps the most eminent of science fiction scholars, does, at least, 
mention Banks, but only to say that the �Culture� series is �[a] lucid variant 
at [the] margin� of what he calls the �fallible dystopia,�1 but without any con-
sideration of how this �variant� might trouble the integrity of the category in 
question. 

The novels treat a utopian space-faring society called the Culture, an 
amalgam of various species (but not including our own), which lives on im-

COLLOQUY text theory critique  17 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue17/kulbicki.pdf 



░    Iain M Banks, Ernst Bloch and Utopian Interventions 35 

mense, nomadic starships or artificial, ring-shaped sun-orbiting habitats, 
where people are free to conduct lives involving no involuntary labour, 
changing their sex at will and altering their physiological state with drug 
glands. To use Suvin�s Blochian terminology, the novels contain two nova,2 
the first and most prominent of which is the Mind, the kind of artificial intelli-
gence which controls the ships and habitats and, in effect, makes them 
possible. Given the Culture�s grand scale, these Minds can collectively ad-
minister it in ways no human organisation ever could. The issue of authori-
tarian control is sidestepped by the fact that, in Banks� vision, the character 
of the artificial intelligence is largely determined by the society that creates 
it.3 These AIs are as devoted to freedom and pleasure as are the citizens,4 
rather than being representative of some detached, abstract reason or cold, 
objective rationality. The Culture does not fight for territory, since the 
�space� available is to all intents and purposes endless, along with its natu-
ral resources, if only one has the capacity to make use of them. The level 
of technological advancement necessary to achieve this state of affairs also 
means that it is more than able to defend itself, leaving the Culture�s mem-
bers to live a life of hedonism, regarding outsiders with something very 
close to polite smugness. 

In the first novel in the series, Consider Phlebas, Banks offers the ra-
tionale that �[t]he Culture�s sole justification for the relatively unworried, he-
donistic life its population enjoyed was its good works.�5 In fact, the Culture 
is driven to generate revolutions in societies based on oppression, which it 
seeks out on its periphery. Its �Contact� section assesses where antago-
nisms are present, and a �Special Circumstances� section intervenes into 
and exploits them if this is deemed necessary likely to produce positive 
changes. As William Hardesty observes: �the ability to interfere for the as-
sumed good of [a] �lesser� society� is thus equated with a moral imperative 
to act.�6 As a character in Use of Weapons describes it, Special Circum-
stances deals �in the moral equivalent of black holes, where the normal 
laws � the rules of right and wrong that people imagine apply everywhere 
else in the universe � break down. Beyond those metaphysical event-
horizons there exist � special circumstances.�7

Moral black holes exist because the Culture encounters societies it 
must intervene into if it is to live up to its own ethical principle that all suffer-
ing is intrinsically bad, yet it cannot do so, precisely because this would at 
times require means forbidden by those same principles. What the novels 
are about, then, is how to act in the face of undecidable, irreducible prob-
lems. Hardesty argues that these compromised interventions mean that the 
Culture�s utopian principles cannot be upheld, thus leaving it �hegemonic 
and expansionist.�8 This seems mistaken, however, since a Blochian read-
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ing will recuperate Banks�s utopia while simultaneously explaining its par-
ticular form. 

II. 

The most critically engaged reading of Banks comes from Simon 
Guerrier, who sees the Culture as a �critical utopia,�9 in Moylan�s sense of 
the term. A critical utopia addresses the criteria of �the politics of autonomy, 
democratic socialism, ecology, and especially feminism,� and, according to 
Moylan, �[w]hatever the particular set of images each text sets forth, the 
shared quality in all of them is a rejection of hierarchy and domination and 
the celebration of emancipatory ways of being as well as the very possibil-
ity of utopian longing itself.�10

This does indeed describe the main concerns of the novels, which re-
volve around either the completely unconstrained lives of the Culture citi-
zens themselves, or those of outsiders wary of the lack of structure and 
power the Culture exemplifies. Either way, every narrative involves the Cul-
ture�s dealings with some other, undemocratic or hierarchical society, and 
the (re)articulation of their collective goal of ending suffering wherever they 
encounter it insofar as this is possible (which isn�t always the case). 

While Moylan�s critical utopian model covers the Culture quite well, the 
periodisation in his argument does not. His Demand the Impossible con-
tains an analysis of Ursula Le Guin, Joanna Russ, Marge Piercy and Sam-
uel Delany as exemplars of the critical utopia, all representative of a very 
particular cultural moment, that of the New Left in the United States in the 
1960s and 70s. While Moylan is effusive about how these writers contrib-
uted to an ongoing critical reimagining of the momentum of this period, in 
the more recent Scraps of the Untainted Sky, he argues that science fiction 
writers have moved on from this kind of engaged optimism:  

Despite the flourishing of scholarship, however, utopian expression 
itself has declined since the 1980s. Intentional communities have 
diminished in numbers, the revival of the literary utopia has come 
and gone, and utopian political thought has been co-opted and de-
valued � although Kim Stanley Robinson�s sf continues the tradition 
of utopian narrative (refunctioned yet again), the leaner and meaner 
world of the 1980s and 1990s was marked by anti-utopian depriva-
tion rather than utopian achievement.11

This �leaner and meaner world� has largely been brought about in �the neo-
conservative restoration occasioned by the administrations of Ronald 
Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Helmut Kohl,�12 in a period extending to 
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the present day and now further articulated through the development of 
capitalist globalisation and the siege mentality implicit in such notions as 
the �war on terror.� Generally, Moylan continues, this totalising turn has led 
politically inclined science fiction writers towards totalising, dystopian vi-
sions as a means to re-enable critique:  

the analytic strategy of totality enables a critique that recognizes 
capitalism�s reproduction of a �utopia� in which the authentically 
radical call of Utopia is both co-opted and silenced, leaving in its 
place tropes of dystopia to represent and inform what critique and 
opposition remain � The contemporary moment, therefore, is one in 
which a critical position is necessarily dystopian.13

Critical dystopias have thus come to manage the tension between utopia 
and anti-utopia, by creating a �space� of utopian hope precisely by first pos-
iting a dystopia, and then offering a depiction of resistance to it from within 
(either diegetically or in the more didactic terms of an explicit moral). In 
other words, the critical dystopia is a dialectical negation of the negation of 
utopia by anti-utopia (that is, the closing-off of possibility by the domination 
of capitalism): 

the critical dystopian text � is precisely a textual form that leads to-
ward Utopia, for it � negotiates the conflict between Utopia and 
Anti-Utopia, not in a way that displaces or diffuses that historical 
contestation but rather invokes Utopia within its own cultural inter-
vention in a time when such oppositional impulses are suppressed 
or compromised.14

According to this argument, the utopian impulse in science fiction is now 
being expressed through critical dystopia, necessarily, as a response to the 
totalisation of capitalism. But Banks is a problem for this chronology, since 
he writes critically utopian texts from the mid-80s, the time when the �neo-
conservative restoration� took hold, through to the present day. For Moylan, 
however, there was a proviso to this enclosure, in the form of Kim Stanley 
Robinson, another �lucid variant� at the margin. While Robinson has re-
ceived a great deal of scholarly attention, Banks has not, which is why the 
operations of his critical utopia as such a variant must also be explored. 

III. 

Banks�s utopia is very much a positive one � its principles are never 
really called into question in terms of the kind of freedom its members en-
joy. Instead, all the tension in the narratives is focussed on the encounter 
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with otherness. Hence, rather than posing a totalising vision, Bank con-
fronts the necessarily conceptually incomplete, the specifically historically 
situated nature of a contingent and mobile utopia encountering a non- or 
anti-utopian �other.� 

In direct contrast with the predictive control explored through the impe-
rial hegemony of Isaac Asimov�s classic space opera, The Foundation Tril-
ogy, the Mind of the Ship Arbitrary, discussing the morality of intervention in 
the novella State of the Art, explicitly argues that:  

Absolute certainty isn�t even a choice on the menu � I�m the smart-
est thing for a hundred light year radius, and by a factor of about a 
million � but even I can�t predict where a snooker ball�s going to 
end up after more than six collisions.15

As the Culture series has proceeded, it has become more focussed on the 
role of unpredictability and consequence, emphasising the degree to which 
the Culture�s interventions are driven by an optimistic desire that cannot be 
completely quantified, given the uncertain nature of each act. This, I would 
argue, is utopian hope: by definition not a program, but an openness to the 
as yet not manifested but desired possibilities inherent in the future, some-
thing Bloch refers to as the Not-Yet-Being. This is a drive, an experience of 
lack as anticipation, an optimistic hunger, and commitment. Carl Freedman 
writes of Bloch�s work that �[the] Utopian hermeneutic is after all a kind of 
labor, a political practice, which makes no claim to empiricist �reflection� but 
construes its objects in an avowedly interested � a collectively interested � 
way.�16 If this is so, then it is a very apt description of the Culture, recalling 
Hardesty�s previously cited comments about moral imperatives to action, 
but casting them in a different light. Apart from the internalised imperative 
to self-fulfilment of its inhabitants, the Culture�s labour involves �finding, 
cataloguing, investigating and analysing ... [and] where the circumstances 
appear � to Contact to justify so doing � actually interfering (overtly or co-
vertly) in ... historical processes� in other societies.17 As Bloch writes, �[the] 
realm of freedom develops not as return, but as exodus � though into the 
always intended promised land, promised by process,�18 which is precisely 
how the Culture seeks to make its own freedom meaningful by freeing oth-
ers whom it actively seeks out. 

To compare these novels with Bloch�s version of utopia, one must, 
however, explain the presence of the Culture, since for Bloch �Utopian 
plenitude� can be truly apprehended only in a fragmentary form.�19 I 
would argue that, despite being referred to as a persistent entity, often as if 
it were an individual (�the Culture thinks this, or does that,� and so on) and 
read as such by all its critics, the Culture is never fully present and, in fact, 
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can never become so, because of its utopian organisation as much its un-
certain engagements. The Culture is literally a utopia in the sense of �no 
place,� a grouping of restless like-Minded cells, unfixed and in continuous, 
nomadic motion. 

The Culture also includes an in-principle Ulterior that fragments it at its 
edges, so that it can never be clearly outlined conceptually. The Zetetic El-
ench in Excession, for example, is a grouping driven by the same principles 
and technology as �the Culture proper,� but, rather than changing others, it 
changes itself in accordance with whatever it encounters. The only intra-
Cultural organisational entities clearly delineated in the novels are Contact 
and Special Circumstances, which are precisely instruments of encounter-
ing, and even they are closer to principles than institutions, formed out of 
contingently constructed councils and committed individuals. Every novel is 
concerned with interspecies engagements, and with how undecidability de-
stabilises their moral character, leaving only the drive to end suffering, and 
the hope that Contact must be doing the right thing, since they have to do 
something for existence itself to be meaningful. 

A more specific example of the hopeful utopian labour inherent in the 
idea of the Culture appears in Use of Weapons, where the mercenary 
known as Zakalwe notes that: �There are no Gods, we are told, so I must 
make my own salvation.�20 He drinks to the Culture�s �total lack of respect 
for all things majestic,�21 as it allows him to be inspired by the hope that he 
can be redeemed through service for the atrocities he committed in the 
past. Zakalwe�s disavowal of Gods runs oddly parallel to the words of Ju-
dith Brown on Bloch: �As we shape the world through our work so we come 
to a condition of self-possession. Bloch's conception of authenticity is as a 
coming-to-ourselves, in which we have reclaimed our human capacities 
from our alienation, manifest in the worship of the gods and masters.�22

In this novel�s retrospectively oriented counter-narrative, we learn that 
childhood rivalry developed into adult atrocity, when Zakalwe and his 
cousin Elethiomel found themselves on opposite sides in war; when 
pushed to stalemate, Elethiomel drives Zakalwe to suicide by murdering his 
sister in particularly gruesome circumstances. The man now known as Za-
kalwe seeks salvation for this act, having taken on the identity of the person 
he destroyed as a rejection of his own, and thus fights in the hope of for-
giveness he can never attain. As Brown reads Bloch, "what is only internal 
in us must become a self-encounter enabling us to direct our subjectivity 
into the external world � Possession of the self is finally a collective pos-
session � brought about by shared praxis.�23 This is homologous to the di-
vision between saviour and aggressor, which informs Zakalwe/Elethiomel 
as mercenary, and his attempt to reclaim some essence of himself through 
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�good works� on behalf of the Culture. Bloch wrote: "[o]nly hope under-
stands and also completes the past, opens the long, common highway.�24 
So Zakalwe/Elethiomel's eternally deferred redemption through service is 
only made possible by the shared work of his interventions within the Cul-
ture's own in cases of interspecies engagement. He also tries to intervene 
into a corrupt society as an individual without the Culture, but fails because 
he is incapable of managing the multiple variables he destabilises.25

Zakalwe�s is an eternally deferred redemption because, unlike other 
Special Circumstances mercenaries who die in their service, he is con-
stantly brought back to life after being rescued at the moment of death. 
When first recruited by the Culture, he had met Chori, an alien serving a 
familial honour debt that will only end when she dies.26 When Zakalwe is 
beheaded on a mission and waits for months, having a new body grown, he 
finds out that Chori has died during service, her repaid debt standing in 
sharp contrast to his progressively more ludicrous escapes/recues.27 Left 
as only a head, he is projected into an almost entirely symbolic dimension: 
for Banks, the mind is the brain,28 which is why artificial life is equal to the 
biological. In the process, Zakalwe also loses the one remaining link to his 
atrocity, a bone fragment from his cousin lodged into his chest. This loss 
makes his mind � and hence his consciousness of his own history and 
drive to act � the only persistent element in his biography, since his specific 
materiality has been stripped from him. It also elevates his labour to the 
level of a symbolically, eternally deferred, impossible and anticipatory de-
sire to reclaim himself. 

Banks�s Culture novels evoked a Blochian principle of utopian hope 
within mainstream science fiction during a climate of �critical dystopia� � his 
utopia is both open and processual. Jameson notes that Bloch�s The Prin-
ciple of Hope "is a vast and disorderly exploration of the manifestations of 
hope on all levels of reality,�29 and therefore "necessarily unsystematic," so 
much so that it could be "expanded indefinitely to match the infinite realities 
of the world itself.�30 Each of Banks�s novels is similarly a simultaneously 
positive and negative staging and working through of the problems of build-
ing utopia. 

This is the second novum to which I referred earlier. Where for Bloch 
the hopeful, utopian anticipation exists in the mundane, everyday life even 
of capitalism itself (hence the distrust of staged, descriptive utopias), the 
second novum in Banks�s Culture series is the depiction of a utopia, which 
itself contains and is maintained by this hopeful, utopian anticipation. To 
depict the achievement of utopian conditions is insufficient. Rather than the 
end of history, utopia itself becomes a � potentially ultimate � staging point 
for a temporal (historical) utopian hope. 
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IV. 

If Moylan has provided us with an extremely useful set of analytical 
distinctions, the periodisation through which they are articulated is troubled 
by writers such as Robinson and Banks. Reflecting on the closures of this 
same period, and in acknowledgement of Moylan�s argument about the 
critical dystopia,31 Jameson argues that we need to retain a properly im-
practical utopian impulse, so as to keep clear a space for oppositional 
thinking, an impulse which he calls �anti-anti-utopian attitude�:32

Utopia thus now better expresses our relationship to a genuinely po-
litical future than any current program of action � The formal flaw � 
how to articulate the Utopian break in such a way that it is trans-
formed into a practical-political transition � now becomes a rhetorical 
and political strength � in that it forces us precisely to concentrate on 
the break itself: a meditation on the impossible, on the unrealizable 
in its own right.33

�Thinking the break� is a line of flight from the totalising demand of the pre-
sent order, a stubborn refusal to think only in terms of prescribed practical-
ity, since the latter leads back to a legitimisation of that order. The irreduci-
bility of the moral problems the Culture encounters when trying to intervene 
on behalf of utopian principles enacts the anti-anti-utopian call to meditate 
on the impossible, the irresolvable, through the maintenance of hope, with 
a commitment to act on it. The anti-anti-utopian attitude is a principle of 
stubborn hope very much in line with what Banks evokes through the Cul-
ture's �moral black holes,� and their retention of a sense of non-totalising, 
expansive utopian praxis by intervention into these �special circumstances.� 
However, as Moylan notes, in Jameson�s own version of the totalisation of 
�late capitalism,� �he often reiterates our incapacity to imagine a radically 
new future or even to move towards transformative solutions from with the 
ideological limits of the situation in which we currently exist.�34

By focusing on and affirming the closure of the negative, and articulat-
ing the break as an �impossible� moment in our current ideological orienta-
tion, Jameson loses any sense of positive articulation, which would seem to 
be precisely what is needed in conjunction with the recent resurgence of 
oppositional movements. Acknowledging this, Moylan calls for the opening 
up of �a broader critical terrain that energizes the disruptive and anticipa-
tory pedagogy of utopian narrative. For if we linger at the negative and fo-
cus only on the break, we could well find ourselves trapped in some con-
temporary version Zeno�s paradox and thereby neglect the expressions 
that register the tremors of emergent political movement.�35

We might also fail to notice the patient torchbearers, such as Banks, 



Michał Kulbicki    ░ 42 

who have been hopefully critical all through the �dystopian turn.� 
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“Extreme Possibilities”: Mapping “the sea of time and space” in  

J G Ballard’s Pacific fictions 

Simon Sellars 

One of the more enduring misconceptions surrounding the work of J G 
Ballard is that it operates in the classical dystopian narrative mode,1 sup-
posedly mining pessimism, repression and the negativity of a post-
industrial age. Robert Collins�s commentary is typical, placing Ballard�s 
Crash (1973) at number three in a list of �the top 10 dystopian novels�: 

Fictional dystopias are almost always cautionary tales � warnings of 
where our political, cultural and social surroundings are taking us. 
The novels [on this list] share common motifs: designer drugs, mass 
entertainment, brutality, technology, the suppression of the individual 
by an all-powerful state � classic preoccupations of dystopian fiction. 
These novels picture the worst because, as Swift demonstrated in 
his original cautionary tale, Gulliver’s Travels, re-inventing the pre-
sent is sometimes the only way to see how bad things already are.2

However, as this paper will argue, to locate Ballard within this literary tradi-
tion is a fundamental misreading. The �state,� for example, barely features 
in his writing, and politicians or any kind of external authority are almost 
wholly absent. This is amplified to comical proportions when the police 
make a token appearance in High-Rise (1975), which depicts the break-
down of the social order in a high-tech apartment block. At first suspicious 
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about the building�s car park, with its damaged vehicles and debris thrown 
from balconies, they are quickly turned away by a group of residents, who 
set about �pacifying the policemen, reassuring them that everything was in 
order, despite the garbage and broken bottles scattered around the build-
ing�; 3 the police duly leave and are never seen again, even as the high-rise 
descends further into anarchy. The residents prefer to remain within their 
�dystopia,� rather than reacting against it, embracing the �brutality and 
technology� that Collins thinks they should be reacting against � there is no 
external �Big Brother� forcing their hand. For the residents:  

even the run-down nature of the high-rise was a model of the world 
into which the future was carrying them, a landscape beyond tech-
nology where everything was either derelict or, more ambiguously, 
recombined in unexpected but more meaningful ways.4  

This dynamic is even more apparent in the subset of �Pacific fictions� in 
Ballard�s oeuvre, stories set on abandoned Pacific islands where there is 
no need to even allude to the presence of the State, for these are stateless 
worlds � �between owners.� They are neither straight utopia nor classical 
dystopia, but an occupant of the imaginative space between: what might be 
termed �affirmative dystopias,� which, as this paper will argue further, reach 
similar conclusions as to the question of how to �revive the spirit of utopia� 
that Fredric Jameson does in his exhaustive study, Archaeologies of the 
Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions. As such, 
they provide an enduring template for Ballard�s more well-known urban 
works, of which Crash is the exemplar. 

Ballard�s fascination with the Pacific stems from his childhood in 
Shanghai, where he was born and where he lived until he was 16. His 
semi-autobiographical novel Empire of the Sun (1984) draws on his experi-
ences as an internee in the Lunghua civilian camp, and it ends with Jim 
(the character based on the young Ballard) witnessing the atomic flash over 
Nagasaki, enabling a potent metaphor for the post-war era that Ballard 
would consistently return to throughout his career:  

The B-29s which bombed the airfield beside Lunghua Camp, near 
Shanghai, where I was interned during the Second World War, had 
reportedly flown from Guam. Pacific Islands, with their silent airstrips 
among the palm trees, Wake Island above all, have a potent magic 
for me. The runways that cross these little atolls, now mostly aban-
doned, seem to represent extreme states of nostalgia and possibil-
ity, doorways into another continuum.5  

In Ballard�s short story �My Dream of Flying to Wake Island� (1974), he re-
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turns to these �extreme states of possibility,� which overwhelm the account. 
The story remains in perpetual fugue � a concrete narrative arc never coa-
lesces, and there is perpetual yearning enveloping the central character, 
Melville, a former astronaut who flew a solitary mission in space, during 
which he suffered a mental breakdown broadcast live to millions of viewers 
on Earth. Humiliated, he resolves to fly to remote Wake, fascinated by the 
island�s geographical isolation and �psychological reduction� (deriving from 
its real-world role as a former World War Two military base; Wake has 
never had a permanent indigenous population), which mirrors his own. For 
Melville, Wake Island is a portal. Referring to photographs of the military 
airstrip, he enthuses: ��Look at those runways, everything is there. A big 
airport like the Wake field is a zone of tremendous possibility � a place of 
beginnings, by the way, not ends.��6 The story is indicative of Ballard�s de-
ployment of the rich seam of metaphor provided by the region, and the 
manner in which he uses abandoned Pacific islands as sites of radical rein-
vention, imagistic buffer zones representing the sovereignty of the imagina-
tion. 

According to the anarchist author Hakim Bey, classical utopias � �from 
Plato�s republic to Brook Farm� � depend on abstraction, which renders 
them susceptible to �a correspondingly high level of authoritarian control. 
As a result, most Utopias in practice have proven oppressive and deaden-
ing � �social planning� would seem to be an offense by definition against the 
�human spirit�.�7 In the novel Rushing to Paradise (1994), Ballard is also 
concerned with social planning, which, similarly, is seen as eventually 
numbing and destroying the human spirit. In fact, the novel indicts the very 
idea of utopia.  

Rushing to Paradise is set on the remote (and fictional) Pacific island 
of Saint-Esprit, claimed by France as a site for possible nuclear testing, 
where the renegade Dr Barbara has gathered a ragtag crew on the premise 
of saving the island�s endangered albatross (the French have relocated the 
original inhabitants and set up their nuclear equipment, but abandoned the 
island for Muroroa). Although the mission is initially pitched as environmen-
talist, each crewmember has wildly differing, concealed motives for making 
the journey, thus rendering impossible the idea of a genuinely shared uto-
pia. The Hawaiian, Kimo, dreams of establishing an independent Hawaiian 
kingdom, �rid forever of the French and American colonists,�8 while the boy 
Neil is obsessed with the relics of a bygone nuclear age, and excited by the 
news that the French might be returning to the island for testing:  

For all Dr Barbara�s passion for the albatross, the nuclear testing-
ground had a stronger claim on his imagination. No bomb had ever 
exploded on Saint-Esprit, but the atoll, like Eniwetok, Muroroa and 
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Bikini, was a demonstration model of Armageddon, a dream of war 
and death that lay beyond the reach of any moratorium.9

Dr Barbara has her own, highly secretive, and ultimately destructive, rea-
sons � not to save the albatross, but to establish Saint-Esprit as a radical 
feminist enclave. She is determined to achieve this by any means: �If Saint-
Esprit, this nondescript atoll six hundred miles south-east of Tahiti, failed to 
match her expectations, it would have to reshape itself into the threatened 
paradise for which she had campaigned so tirelessly.�10 Superficially, this 
echoes Ballard�s Concrete Island (1974), in which the architect Robert 
Maitland, after a car accident, is stranded on a triangle of wasteland under-
neath a busy motorway. Feverish from his injuries, he imagines the physi-
cal environment as an outcrop of his psyche: �More and more, the island 
was becoming an exact model of his head.�11 Yet the fundamental differ-
ence is that Dr Barbara wants the island of her mind to reshape everyone 
else�s reality, too. This makes Rushing to Paradise, at one level, an allusion 
to utopian gurus such as David Koresh and Jim Jones, similarly charismatic 
leaders who built isolated, essentially micronational, communities and co-
erced others into joining them, before destroying everything as the authori-
ties closed in. As one character says to Neil, after the boy asks whether Dr 
Barbara�s mission is how new religions start: �there�s nothing new here. It�s 
the oldest religion there ever was � sheer magnetic egoism.�12  

In Archaeologies of the Future, Jameson devotes considerable space 
to analysing failures in the wider utopian imagination. In his attempt to re-
map the potential of utopian desire, he concludes: 

What is Utopian becomes � not the commitment to a specific ma-
chinery or blueprint, but rather the commitment to imagining possible 
Utopias as such, in their greatest variety of forms. Utopia is no 
longer the invention and defense of a specific floorplan, but rather 
the story of all the arguments about how Utopia should be con-
structed in the first place. It is no longer the exhibit of an achieved 
Utopian construct, but rather the story of its production and of the 
very process of construction as such.13

Re-placing Rushing to Paradise within Jameson�s framework, it becomes 
possible to read the story of Saint-Esprit as �the story of all the arguments� 
about how the Pacific should be constructed.  

The region has always had an unstable identity and an especially vola-
tile sense of nationalism, from perpetually coup-ridden Fiji in the South 
Seas to the perpetually colonised islands north of the equator. The Repub-
lic of Palau in Micronesia is sometimes cited as an archetypal tropical uto-
pia, but could in fact embody the root definition of �utopia,� as �no place.� It 
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has been used as a pawn by various colonial powers almost continuously 
since the late 17th century, rapidly lost its traditional culture and become a 
melange of other cultures. It has changed hands between Spain, which en-
forced Christianity on the Palauans; Germany, which commanded them to 
work as plantation slaves; Japan, which forced them to speak a subservient 
form of Japanese and turned the main island into a closed-off, heavily forti-
fied military base; and the US, which bombed the islands to get at the 
Japanese in a series of bloody World War Two battles and then claimed 
them as American territory until 1994. 

Mimicking the Pacific�s jagged history, Ballard populates Saint-Esprit 
with idealistic Germans, scientifically-minded Japanese and single-minded 
Americans, as well as Kimo, symbol of an oppressed indigenous people, Dr 
Barbara, an archetypal British colonialist, and, crucially, Neil, an echo of 
young Jim himself, both teenagers obsessed with dreams of nuclear war 
and of holding their own among deluded and dangerous adults in an artifi-
cial community. After the death of the character Mark Bracewell, the Ameri-
can, Carline, verbalises a metaphor that neatly sums up these duelling ver-
sions of utopia: 

Contrary to the general belief, no-one�s death diminishes us. Nature 
in its wisdom created death to give each of us our unique sense of 
life. We�re not part of the main. Each of us is an island, every bit as 
real as Saint-Esprit, and death is the price we pay to keep ourselves 
from drowning in the larger sea. Like Kimo here, we�re all island 
people � especially young Neil, dreaming about another kind of is-
land. Mark Bracewell lived for twenty-seven years, and his island still 
floats in the sea of time and space.14

This seems to correspond with Jameson, who proposes to �think of our au-
tonomous and non-communicating Utopias � as so many islands: a Uto-
pian archipelago, islands in the net, a constellation of discontinuous cen-
ters, themselves internally decentred.�15 This discontinuity suggests the 
ideal resting state for Ballard�s ideal of a neural, free zone of the imagina-
tion � a �morally free psychopathology of metaphor, as an element in one�s 
dreams,�16 which, although powerful and liberatory, has a dark underside. If 
one tries to apply it to other people, then micronationalism17 � the utopian 
imagination, no less � turns into dangerous cultism through which lives can 
be destroyed, a very real danger that arises when the metaphor is literal-
ised into �the domain where it has no place, an id-driven psychopathology 
that lays waste to human life.�18 Neil�s surreal, internalised visions of nu-
clear war therefore contrast markedly with Dr Barbara�s hard, external au-
thoritarianism, further corresponding to Jameson�s conception of utopian 
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desire, which �must be marked as Utopian and thereby as partaking in a 
specific and very special kind of aesthetic unreality: otherwise it falls into 
the world and, particularly if realized, spells the end of Utopias in the way 
wryly distinct from the usual prognoses of their current disappearance.�19 
Subsequently, the novel sours traditional utopian thought by highlighting 
the oppressive hypocrisy of its �abstracted authoritarianism,� to appropriate 
Bey�s term. Once Kimo has used his muscle to build the community and 
Neil his youth to impregnate the idealistic women who flock to the island, 
they become expendable, with no place in a feminist paradise.  

Indeed, Dr Barbara manages to kill off almost all the men (although 
Neil survives) when they contract fever and she administers fake medicine. 
By the novel�s end, she is feverish and hiding out in the forest, burrowing 
deeper and further away from the French authorities that have come to re-
take the island. This seems a deliberate reference to the legendary stories 
of Japanese soldiers hiding out in the Pacific jungles of Guam long after the 
war had ended, terrified, as is Dr Barbara, at the prospect of an imperialism 
perishing with the onslaught of newer, more localised and �internally decen-
tred� voices, American-led globalism, no less � overrun by an �anti-anti-
utopian� imagination (again, after Jameson, in opposition not to straight 
dystopia, but to unworkable utopia) that has evolved organically from the 
discontinuities and disjunctions of the modern world, and that is centrally 
represented by Neil. As Jameson writes of the wider dynamic:  

Multiplicity becomes the central theme of this imaginary resolution, 
whose conceptual dilemma remains that of closure. Yet we may well 
suppose that this new development will have had some impact on 
the Utopian form itself, accounting for the seeming extinction of the 
traditional kinds and the emergence of newer more reflexive forms.20  

Neil, with his dreams of nuclear war, symbolises this �more reflexive form� 
and the perverse and paradoxical �absolute freedom� it brings. He comes 
to embody the �anti-anti-utopian� spirit of the book, or, more accurately, he 
embodies the Ballardian sense of �affirmative dystopia,� a sense of which is 
given by Gregory Stephenson�s overview: 

The themes of transcendence and illusion inform nearly all of Bal-
lard�s work, and have often been misconstrued by critics as repre-
senting a nihilistic or fatalistic preoccupation on the part of the author 
with devolution, decay, dissolution and entropy � these themes rep-
resent neither an expression of universal pessimism nor a negation 
of human values and goals, but, rather, an affirmation of the highest 
humanistic and metaphysical ideal: the repossession for humankind 
of authentic and absolute being.21
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Rushing to Paradise is not a disaster novel per se, but in his reimagining of 
the apocalypse, Neil virtually wills the disaster to happen. In so doing, he 
does not �colonize the future with Utopian blueprints,� as the Pacific�s in-
vading powers have so wilfully done (indeed, as Dr Barbara has done), but 
rather, embodies what Jameson defines as: 

Disruption � the name for a new discursive strategy � which insists 
that its radical difference is possible and that a break is necessary. 
The Utopian form itself is the answer to the universal ideological 
conviction that no alternative is possible, that there is no alternative 
to the system. But it asserts this by forcing us to think the break it-
self, and not by offering a more traditional picture of what things 
would be like after the break.22

Jameson briefly touches upon this strain of disruption in Ballard, without re-
ferring directly to the stories under discussion here: �Ballard�s work � so 
rich and corrupt � testifies powerfully to the contradictions of a properly rep-
resentational attempt to grasp the future directly.�23 Extrapolating from 
there, my contention is that, in his Pacific fictions, Ballard �forces us to think 
the break� by repeatedly drawing on the spectre of nuclear testing, of which 
there are numerous real-world examples in the region. French Polynesia, 
for instance, was employed as a testing site for almost 10 years, with the 
result that high radiation levels were detected 4,500km away in Fiji. Bikini 
Atoll was rendered uninhabitable by American nuclear tests, its inhabitants 
forcibly relocated, like those of Saint-Esprit, never to return. The inhabitants 
of Eniwetok were also forcibly relocated in 1948 to make way for American 
atomic bomb tests; only comparatively recently has the US government, 
under overwhelming global pressure, cleared the island of active waste, al-
lowing the islanders to resettle the southern part of the atoll after 33 years 
in exile. In Ballard, the thermonuclear age brings with it an advanced tech-
nology that renders objective perception meaningless, thus beginning the 
era of simulation, an increasingly abstracted, stylised and mediated realm, 
riding on the decline of Japanese imperialism and the rise of American-led 
globalisation.  

To examine this motif, it is interesting to contrast Ballard�s reworking, 
and remapping, of the region to that of the travel writer Simon Winchester, 
whose The Pacific provides a thorough history of changes since the war. 
Ballard has written: �I used to dream of the runways of Wake Island and 
Midway, stepping stones that would carry me back across the Pacific to the 
China of my childhood.�24 Compare with Winchester�s account of American 
mariners at the start of the 19th century, seizing and settling �Midway, 
Wake, Guam � thus creating a series of stepping-stones, a lifeline of tropi-
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cal islands that led all the way to that greatest and most elusive prize, the 
Middle Kingdom, China�25 � a process that leads eventually to the bombing 
of Japan and subsequent irradiation of Pacific islands like Eniwetok. The 
similarities (references to Wake Island, Midway, China, especially �stepping 
stones�) are startling, yet these positions are opposed nonetheless. Ballard 
wants to resettle, and bulwark, the imagination, where the American forces 
wanted to colonise and wipe clean whole territories. One wishes to explore 
hidden folds within the map, the other to claim every available point on the 
map; both coexist in paradoxical dreams of the Pacific. The paradox is 
even rooted in temporal reality, as Winchester notes, when he visits the is-
land of Tonga. There, he ponders the arbitrary division of the dateline, 
which ensures that Tonga sees the world�s first dawn each day:  

I had imagined � that I would be able to catch a glimpse of Mount 
Silisili [in Samoa] � just a few miles away across the water. [It] 
would be enjoying precisely the same clock time as here in Tonga, 
but exactly one day before. The simultaneous sighting of two periods 
of time separated by an entire 24 hours seemed a paradox well 
worth experiencing.26  

In Ballard, these paradoxical time tracks form a lasting metaphor for a cer-
tain nexus of confusion in the post-war world, a notion made explicit in the 
note that begins Empire of the Sun: �The Japanese attack on Pearl Har-
bour took place on Sunday morning, 7 December 1941, but as a result of 
time differences across the Pacific Date Line it was then already the morn-
ing of Monday, 8 December in Shanghai.�27 For Ballard, the bomb signifies 
the end of history and the coming of an age of surfaces, a recombinant age 
of planing identities, as he makes clear in the introduction to Crash, which 
applies the metaphor of chronological confusion to the mediated reality of 
the Western world:  

Increasingly, our concepts of past, present and future are being 
forced to revise themselves. Just as the past, in social and psycho-
logical terms, became a casualty of Hiroshima and the nuclear age, 
so in its turn the future is ceasing to exist, devoured by the all-
voracious present �  Options multiply around us, and we live in an 
almost infantile world where any demand, any possibility, whether 
for life-styles, travel, sexual roles and identities, can be satisfied in-
stantly.28

The past �as a casualty of the nuclear age� would be reframed 11 years af-
ter Crash, in Empire of the Sun, the latter part of which is set in a destroyed 
stadium filled with prisoners and the detritus of war. Suddenly, the stadium 
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is illuminated by light from the atom bomb exploding on Nagasaki � a blind-
ing, overwhelming orb. Andrés Vaccari correctly identifies the world �pre-
sided over by this nuclear sun� as the �real Empire of the Sun. It is the 
metaphoric birth of the post-war world, the omnipresent subject of Ballard's 
fiction�29 � the coming of a nihilistic world with no boundaries, no spatial 
coordinates except those of inner space, the cognitive remapping of a 
world that has lost its bearings in time and space.30

This notion of planing identities (planing time tracks) is also embodied 
in Ballard�s short story �The Terminal Beach� (1964), set on Eniwetok, in 
which the character Traven, an ex-air force pilot, finds himself similarly 
searching for identity among the island�s abandoned concrete bunkers and 
blockhouses, which have been used for thermonuclear trials. He comes 
across plastic, human mannequins used in the weapons testing, with their 
�half-melted faces, contorted into bleary grimaces [gazing] up at him from 
the jumble of legs and torsos.�31 Attempting to escape from US servicemen 
who appear on the island, he hides �in one of the target basins, lying 
among the broken bodies of the plastic models. In the hot sunlight their de-
formed faces gaped at him sightlessly from the tangle of limbs, their blurred 
smiles like those of the soundlessly laughing dead.�32 When he scavenges 
among �the litter of smashed bottles and cans in the isthmus of sand sepa-
rating the testing ground from the air-strip,�33 we find layers of recent cul-
tural history, buried and then recovered as if in an archaeological find. Con-
fronted with this effacement of geographical and human boundaries (the 
latter effectively represented by the undifferentiated slagheap of molten 
mannequins), Traven is, in a sense, reborn, scrambling for meaning among 
the detritus of the old world. 

The effect is replicated in Concrete Island, in which the patch of un-
derpass comes to symbolise the archetypal liminal space of Ballardian fic-
tion. It is a zone of buried layers of urban cartography comprising �the unin-
tended, forgotten, abjected corners of town planning.�34 In the fragmented 
post-war world, with its shifting national boundaries and national identities, 
Ballard seems to suggest the only effective strategy is to remake the world 
through bricolage, or what Andrzej Gasiorek terms �a kind of fugitive reap-
propriation of an otherwise seemingly monolithic set of structures and rela-
tions.�35 In Concrete Island, Maitland, the architect, was all too willing to 
submit to the conformity of capitalism, favouring the demands of finance 
and big business over any sense of public obligation or civic duty. Gasiorek 
observes that he had �a predilection for modernism,� specifically �hard, af-
fectless architecture� and �stylised concrete surfaces,� marked as �hostile 
to the forging of human relations � a kind of dead end for life.�36 Before his 
crash, Maitland seemed a ruthless autocrat forcing people into inhumane 
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living conditions to justify his ego, but he is confronted with the underside of 
this �dead end for life� when, marooned on the concrete island, he is re-
quired to come to terms with the tradition he wilfully discarded in his work. 
Like Traven, he uncovers historical layers paved over by the demands of 
the motorway system � the strictures of advanced technology: 

Parts of the island dated from well before World War II. The eastern 
end, below the overpass, was its oldest section, with the churchyard 
and the ground-courses of Edwardian terraced houses. The 
breaker�s yard and its wrecked cars had been superimposed on the 
still identifiable streets and alleyways.  

In the centre of the island were the air-raid shelters among which he 
was sitting. Attached to these was a later addition, the remains of a 
Civil Defence post little more than fifteen years old.37

Maitland meets the human equivalents of this discarded landscape in the 
form of Proctor and Jane, two homeless dwellers who have made the is-
land their own, both on the run from oppressive systems of control. Jane is 
a victim of patriarchy, hiding from an apparently abusive husband and bitter 
memories of her father, and now working as a motorway prostitute. Proctor 
is an old tramp who has suffered ritual humiliation at the hands of the local 
police. The island, reconfigured by Ballard as a container of social debris 
(both geographical and human, as in �The Terminal Beach�) becomes a 
space where social relations can begin again, where the social order is de-
commissioned, recombined, reconstructed and reshaped in ways that sub-
vert dominant systems of thought. Maitland comes to see the island much 
as Proctor and Jane do, as a psychic "go-zone� where he can escape the 
pressures of his relationships with his wife and mistress and of his job � 
free �to rove forever within the empty city of his mind.�38

In his later career, immediately after Rushing to Paradise, Ballard em-
barked on a cycle of novels in which he would explore a much harder ver-
sion of micronationalism, manifest in the savage gated communities of Co-
caine Nights (1996) through to Kingdom Come (2006). It would no longer 
be necessary to look to mythical lands to remake and remodel maps of al-
ienation � instead he began to focus on a parallel examination of the type 
of urban �non-place� that has come to be associated with the anthropologist 
Marc Augé. For Augé, our world is so saturated by superabundant fictions 
that it produces a conception of simultaneous time, representative of a ho-
mogenous, mediated society. The physical result is non-place, transitional 
zones detached from history and culture, inorganic, in-between zones 
where individuals are linked by this superabundance of information and 
technology rather than community or historical awareness, which paradoxi-
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cally creates a pervasive sense of inwardness and isolation. Examples of 
non-place include motorways, hospitals, airports (especially duty-free 
zones), gated communities, business parks and housing estates � rich Bal-
lardian territory, as the �urban disaster trilogy� of Crash, Concrete Island 
and High-Rise makes abundantly clear.  

Ballard anticipates Augé, whose anthropological studies turned away 
from the �foreign field [towards] more familiar terrain,� due to the fact that 
�the contemporary world itself, with its accelerated transformations, is at-
tracting anthropological scrutiny: in other words, a renewed methodical re-
flection on the category of otherness.�39 In �The Terminal Beach,� Ballard 
describes Eniwetok as �synthetic, a man-made artefact with all the associa-
tions of a vast system of derelict concrete motorways.�40 This is a descrip-
tion that foreshadows Concrete Island, and in the introduction to the latter, 
Ballard makes the link explicit: �The Pacific atoll may not be available, but 
there are other islands far nearer to home, some of them only a few steps 
from the pavements we tread every day. They are surrounded, not by sea, 
but by concrete, ringed by chain-mail fences and walled off by bomb-proof 
glass.�41

Just as Traven declares Eniwetok a �state of mind,�42 so, too, does 
Maitland, indirectly, in Concrete Island when he insists: �I am the island.�43 
Here, �state� has a double meaning, as a condition of being, but also as a 
sovereign, independent territory. Both locations are potent symbols of the 
post-war era: Eniwetok, a tabula rasa of nationalism and patriotism; the 
motorway underpass, the archetypal non-place of supermodernity. As Tra-
ven�s existence in Eniwetok�s �thermonuclear noon� becomes increasingly 
hallucinatory (it is not clear whether he is dead, dying or feverish from irra-
diation), he finds that by saying goodbye in his mind to the disasters of the 
external world, he can come to terms with it. Standing among the abstract 
concrete blocks of the testing bunkers, he produces a strange incantation: 

“Goodbye Eniwetok” � Somewhere there was a flicker of light, as if 
one of the blocks, like a counter on an abacus, had been plucked 
away.  

Goodbye Los Alamos. Again, a block seemed to vanish. The corri-
dors around him remained intact, but somewhere in his mind had 
appeared a small interval of neutral space.  

Goodbye, Hiroshima.  

Goodbye, Alamogordo.  

Goodbye, Moscow, London, Paris, New York �44
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The opening up of this �small interval� of neu(t)ral space represents a kind 
of psychological DMZ, an imaginative form of resistance that, along with 
Neil�s apocalyptic dreams, symbolises an intent that is the polar opposite to 
that of Dr Barbara (who, we recall, literalised a megalomania that proved 
unstoppable, and fatal). Traven surmises that time on Eniwetok has be-
come �quantal,� an eternal present obliterating past and future. But is Bal-
lard�s sense pejorative?45 As Traven declares: �For me the hydrogen bomb 
was a symbol of absolute freedom. I feel it�s given me the right � the obliga-
tion, even � to do anything I want.�46 This may well be the defining state-
ment of the author�s career, brought into sharp relief by John Gray�s per-
ceptive appraisal that Ballard�s �achievement is not to have staked out any 
kind of political position. Rather it is to have communicated a vision of what 
individual fulfilment might mean in a time of nihilism.�47 It is a concept Bal-
lard has alluded to in interview, when asked if his writing is interested in 
decadence: 

Decadence? I can�t remember if I ever said I enjoyed the notion, ex-
cept in the sense of drained swimming pools and abandoned hotels, 
which I don�t really see as places of decadence, but rather � as 
psychic zero stations, or as �Go,� in Monopoly terms.48

Here, Ballard appears to inform the concept of the �Temporary Autono-
mous Zone� (TAZ), codified by Bey in 1985 and enormously influential on 
anarchists, musicians and a myriad of underground artists. The TAZ calls 
for a mode of radical intervention in the form of creation of temporary 
spaces � whether �geographic, social, cultural, imaginal�49 � that will serve 
to confound formalised control systems. Bey�s main focus was on the lib-
eration of mind states, what he terms �psychotopology (and -topography)� 
as an antidote to the State�s �psychic imperialism�: 

Only psychotopography can draw 1:1 maps of reality because only 
the human mind provides sufficient complexity to model the real. But 
a 1:1 map cannot �control� its territory because it is virtually identical 
with its territory. It can only be used to suggest, in a sense gesture 
towards, certain features.50

This particular strategy within the TAZ can be traced to Alfred Korzybski�s 
oft-repeated remark that �the map is not the territory,� since duplication is 
simply simulation, and able to be recouped as such. In opposition, Bey 
suggests that these sovereign mindscapes are enfolded within the folds of 
the cartographical matrix: �We are looking for �spaces� with potential to 
flower as autonomous zones � and we are looking for times in which these 
spaces are relatively open, either through neglect on the part of the State 
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or because they have somehow escaped notice by the mapmakers, or for 
whatever reason.�51

Ballard actually paraphrases Korzybski in Empire of the Sun: �Never 
confuse the map with the territory,�52 while the patch of underpass in Con-
crete Island, built over the leavings of industrial culture, has been neglected 
by the State, and is so far off the map as to be invisible. Moreover, Maitland 
liberates an area of land or imagination (depending how we read the 
novel), without ever engaging directly with systems of control, with the 
State. As Ballard makes clear in the introduction: �What would happen if, by 
some freak mischance, we suffered a blow-out and plunged over the 
guard-rail onto a forgotten island of rubble and weeds, out of sight of the 
surveillance cameras?�53 For Bey, confrontation with the State occurs 
through �the Spectacle,� in Guy Debord�s sense, where images rule by vir-
tue of their monopoly of social space. Because society defines itself 
through the dissemination and experiencing of this space, the process ap-
pears natural, a self-contained feedback loop: �What appears is good; what 
is good appears.�54 Such confrontation is doomed to failure since the ma-
chinery of simulation will merely absorb any display of �spectacular vio-
lence�. For Bey, as for Ballard, radical action therefore lies not in the de-
ployment of spectacular violence, but in withdrawal, in becoming invisible, 
in merging with, and therefore rehabilitating, the by-products of supermod-
ernity. 

Elsewhere, Ballard�s prototypical Pacific fictions seem an obvious in-
fluence on Bey�s �Visit Port Watson!,� which uses their cue to forecast simi-
lar micronational and imaginative possibilities in the region. Written as a 
faux travel guide, it describes the micronation of Port Watson on the Pacific 
island of Sonsorol (the island actually exists � it is part of Palau � but Port 
Watson does not). Bey charts the history of Sonsorol and its colonisation 
by Spanish, Dutch, Japanese, New Zealand and Australian forces. He 
writes that when the island finally gained independence, the Port Watson 
enclave was set up by the island�s �Sultan� (a legacy of Sonsorol�s fictional 
17th-century invasion by Moorish pirates), who had been influenced by lib-
ertarian-anarchist philosophy while studying in America. Offshore banking 
funded the enclave: �the creation of wealth out of nothing, out of pure 
imagination.�55 Port Watson therefore develops as a libertarian-anarchist 
micronation with no laws or currency save for a �computerised� barter sys-
tem, where a hamburger stand is called �McBakunins,� most people refuse 
to work since everyone has stakes in the banking system, and �public fuck-
ing� is encouraged. 

This notion of a libertarian-anarchist enclave powered by �pure imagi-
nation� has clear Ballardian overtones,56 especially in light of Ballard�s ca-
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reer-long �libertarian and anarchic stance � [a] scepticism about all com-
munal laws.�57 As Ballard himself wrote in Empire of the Sun: �After three 
years in the camp the notion of patriotism meant nothing.�58 As in Ballard, 
Bey�s external mapping of utopian space can in fact be read as a travel 
guide to inner space, unlocking the potential of the imagination to tran-
scend laws, authority and corporate structure, all built upon the metaphori-
cal/micronational possibilities of the Pacific. In �Visit Port Watson!,� this is 
consummated in the final paragraph, where Bey �quotes� an editorial from 
the local gazette, written by the Sultan, in answer to whether such a utopia 
can exist only on a tropical island: �Sonsorol could be created anywhere � 
nothing stands in the way but false consciousness and the grim power of 
those rulers who feast on false consciousness like vampires � �Don�t de-
spair: Port Watson exists within you, and you can make it real�.�59

This internal collapse � this conflation of inner and outer space � re-
minds us of the power of Ballard�s original Pacific fictions, which reinhabit 
the frame to present a clearinghouse in which corporate and national gov-
ernance is overthrown and regoverned as a �state of mind� � dystopia be-
comes the real utopia, and utopian ideals, typically represented as a stifling 
of the imagination, the true dystopia. But Ballard�s insistence that the im-
agination must remain sovereign territory � the �last nature reserve,� as he 
has termed it60 � also aligns him once more with Jameson, who describes 
�anti-anti-utopian� thought as: 

a new form of thinking � a new dimension of the exercise of the im-
agination. It�s only when people come to realize that there is no al-
ternative that they react against it, at least in their imaginations, and 
try to think of alternatives � [affording] a process where the imagi-
nation begins to question itself, to move back and forth among the 
possibilities.61

Ballard�s reimagining of the Pacific archipelago � as a vast, disjunctive re-
gion of abandonment and reinvention, with multiple islands floating in the 
�sea of time and space� � and its subsequent superimposition onto urban 
landscapes, provides an excellent example of a pluralism of utopias (multi-
ple subjectivities) steeped in an �aesthetic unreality�: affirmative dystopias 
that are finally, unmistakably, Ballardian. 
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Spectres of Orwell, or, The Impossible Demand of the Subject 

David Jack 

So what if one is accused of being “anti-
democratic,” totalitarian … 

– Slavoj Žižek.1

I. 

In Brave New World Revisited, published in 1958, Aldous Huxley 
claimed that the odds were more in favour of the future resembling the 
brave new world than Orwell�s Oceania. History, it seems, is more than ev-
er ratifying his claim (anti-depressants, euthanasia, the cult of youth and 
the body beautiful, genetic engineering, the culture industry, the hegemony 
of sex and pleasure, and so forth). In many areas, Orwell has proven 
somewhat of a false prophet, the most obvious exception perhaps being 
that of continuous warfare, legitimated in his novel, in much the same way 
as it is in the current War on Terror, by the slogan �War is Peace.� It still 
remains, however, that Orwell�s vision, and not Huxley�s has found a lasting 
place in ordinary conversation. An analogous situation would perhaps be 
the difference between Freud and Jung: the new age movement, nature-
myths, neo-paganism and deep ecology are surely closer to Jung�s writ-
ings, and yet not a single of Jung�s terms has entered ordinary conversa-
tion the way Freud�s have (including the Oedipus Complex, �repression,� 
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�the unconscious� and �neurotic�).  
For Hegel, a general conception of the real issue begins with ordinary 

conversation, by �getting acquainted with general principles and points of 
view.�2 It is then the task of speculative thought to move beyond these 
general conceptions, to negate and to preserve them. Once the speculative 
dialectic has penetrated common-sense notions, this new knowledge is 
then supposed to be returned to its place in ordinary conversation. Just as 
it is important to resist the reduction of psychoanalysis to a general concep-
tion of it, Freud as �the mere efficiency expert of the inner life,�3 it is also 
important to move beyond the general conception of Orwell�s novel as an 
allegory for Stalinism. To put this in more hermeneutic terms, while one 
must not read Freud solely in the context of the Viennese middle classes, a 
similar reduction of Orwell�s work to its own twofold historical context � 
English capitalism as much as Soviet Communism, but also the rise of 
Fascism in Germany, Italy and Franco�s Spain � must also be avoided if his 
work is to retain any importance as a principle by which to work up a gen-
eral conception of our own time � that is, in other words, to treat Orwell�s 
novel precisely as futuristic. This is not to deny the novel�s historical rela-
tionship to Stalinism, but merely to claim that this relationship tends to ob-
scure rather than illuminate the real issue. Interpretation must always move 
beyond this narrow historical context, which, as Fredric Jameson pointed 
out in The Political Unconscious, yields not interpretation as such, but at 
best only its preconditions.4 Which Orwell is it that speaks to us today, for 
example, if the �spectre of communism� no longer haunts the globe? This 
paper will argue for the necessity of a continuing engagement with the 
spectres of Orwell as a critique not only of the manifest horrors of totalitari-
anism, but also of the latent horrors of social democracy, to borrow Louis 
Althusser�s suggestive phrase. 

More recently, both Slavoj �i�ek and Giorgio Agamben have argued 
for the tendentiousness of the distinction between totalitarianism and liberal 
democracy. For �i�ek, even to accept the word totalitarianism is to locate 
oneself firmly within the liberal-democratic horizon. Agamben, on the other 
hand, claims that we can accept the distinction so long as it does not imply 
anything like a radical break:  

The contiguity between mass democracy and totalitarian states does 
not have the form of a sudden transformation; the river of biopolitics 
runs its course in a hidden but continuous fashion. It is almost as if, 
starting from a certain point, every decisive political event were dou-
ble sided.5  

Hence the ambiguity of the collapse of the Party that occurs at the end of 
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Nineteen Eighty-Four, an ambiguity concealed, rather than revealed, by the 
�political unconscious� (to use Jameson�s term) of the novel itself 

With these considerations in mind, the message of Orwell�s novel 
might be that there will come a time when � like the good animals in the fi-
nal scene of Animal Farm who look from man to pig and from pig to man � 
we look from totalitarianism to democracy and back again, �but already it 
will be impossible to say which is which.� The concentration camp, as 
Agamben has remarked, �will appear as the hidden paradigm of the politi-
cal space of modernity, whose metamorphoses and disguises we will have 
to learn to recognize.�6 �i�ek, however, is more critical of this position, and 
suggests that theories of contiguity between fascist states and liberal de-
mocracy have become typical and even fashionable in so-called radical 
academia since The Frankfurt School. �i�ek�s position is more deconstruc-
tive (despite his invective against the deconstructionist doxa of �structural 
undecidability�): the problem is how to avoid the deadlock of the binary 
logic totalitarianism/liberal democracy without positing any continuity be-
tween them. The danger of such theories of continuity is not that they tend 
to conflate liberal democracy with totalitarianism, but that this conflation 
leads to a rejection of totalitarianism as a solution to the problems of liberal 
democracy. On the other hand, theories of radical difference, in which such 
continuities are rejected outright as �totalitarian,� recast totalitarianism as 
an �ideological stopgap� to thinking outside of the liberal democratic he-
gemony. �The first thing to do,� �i�ek writes, �is fearlessly violate these lib-
eral taboos: So what if one is accused of being �anti-democratic�, �totalitar-
ian�.�7

II. 

In his article �Framing Catastrophe,� Andrew Milner points out the im-
portance of understanding Nineteen Eighty-Four as a frame narrative. The 
novel does not end at �The End,� but continues for a further fourteen pages 
in the form of an appendix. This appendix tells us that the reign of the Party 
and of Big Brother has come to an end. It does this not explicitly, but 
through the use of formal devices: on the one hand, the past tense, and on 
the other, plain English instead of Newspeak. The appendix opens with the 
sentence: �Newspeak was the official language of Oceania.� This is the 
Utopian moment of the novel, and yet of this Utopia itself, only two things 
can be said with certainty: that language and individuality have survived 
(the appendix does actually tell us something else, that the Party, whose 
reign was to be �forever,� collapsed less than seventy years after the first 
entry in Winston�s diary, sometime before 2050). One can take this anyway 
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one likes: there is nothing in the appendix to suggest that life in the new 
world is any better or worse than life in the old. Even life under the old re-
gime cannot be effectively evaluated. Winston makes several attempts to 
reconstruct life before the catastrophe in order that history validate the 
mute protest he feels in his bones. They all end in predictable failure: his-
tory is under the complete control of the Party. The junk shop, where Win-
ston acquires his diary and which is later revealed as a front for the 
Thought Police, contains a harsh lesson: history too can be a trap. This is 
the lesson not only of Walter Benjamin�s �Theses on the Philosophy of His-
tory,� but also of �i�ek�s critique of so-called Left or Radical academia�s im-
perative to constantly historicise:  

One of these unwritten rules concerns the unquestioned ubiquity of 
the need to contextualize or situate one�s position: the easiest way 
to score points automatically in a debate is to claim that the oppo-
nent�s position is not properly situated in a historical context.8  

One of the first prohibitions imposed by Left academia is precisely against 
thinking outside the historical context. This privileging of the particular over 
the universal, rather than escaping �ideological� generalisations, �occludes 
the social reality of the reign of �real abstraction�.�9 History, in the narrow 
sense of the �context� or �situation,� is not the remedy for the abstracting 
power of Capital, but a symptom of it. The more criticism moves away from 
particulars toward the general, the closer it comes to the concrete.  

It would be a feature, then, of our own political unconscious if we were 
to read this appendix as the triumph over disaster, rather than another in-
stance of disaster triumphant. The dialectic of ideology and Utopia, through 
which the political unconscious is revealed, means that ideology is elevated 
to Utopia, while Utopia is degraded to the level of ideology. By framing ca-
tastrophe � which, as Milner rightly suggests, is intended to �blunt the force 
of dystopian inevitability�10 in Orwell�s novel � dystopia in fact becomes in-
evitable. The �place where there is no darkness,� which Winston mistakes 
for the Golden Country of the future, ends up being the torture chamber in 
the ministry of love, the image of the fully enlightened world. For Jameson, 
framing functions as a particular form of ideological closure. It works both 
formally and intellectually, as a feature both of the text and of interpretation, 
and strategically contains or limits any radical elements. The text is not a 
unified body, but a libidinal apparatus, a �quasi-material� object that is the 
site of fantasy investments of all kinds.11

Complicity with the dominant reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four points to 
complicity with a new form of domination. Empathy with Winston, the 
novel�s anti-hero, indicates at best empathy with a reactionary socialism, 



David Jack    ░ 66 

�half echo of the past, half menace of the future,� as Marx and Engels put it, 
�but always ludicrous in its incapacity to understand the march of modern 
history.�12 To capitalism with the face of Big Brother is opposed capitalism 
with a human face. Winston�s own unreflective critique of the Party leaves 
him vulnerable to its propaganda. He thus realises the Party�s slogan he 
otherwise abjures: �Ignorance is Strength.� When Julia suggests the gov-
ernment launched the rocket bombs that were raining down over London 
against its own people (and such theories were not uncommon in the wake 
of September 11), Winston concedes that the idea �had literally never oc-
curred to him.�13 Likewise, his unfailing belief in the rumours of an under-
ground resistance movement, the Brotherhood, later revealed to have been 
circulated by the Party itself, mark him out as the perfectly interpellated 
subject: even resistance is fully administered. Julia, by contrast, appears as 
the voice of reason: �One knew that it was all rubbish, so why let it oneself 
be worried by it?�14 The accusation levelled at her by Winston, that she is 
interested in politics only insofar as it affects her personally, becomes a 
moot point in an age when politics has been abolished. She is transformed 
into the ideal of the petty bourgeois individualist first recognised by Marx, 
who, out of self-interest, is ready to throw their lot in with any cause. Driven 
by the same self-interest but expressed in social terms as injustice, Win-
ston would permit any injustice as the price of his individuality. For truth in 
the media, he would sacrifice housing and employment for all; for the Pro-
crustean aggressivity of fashion he would denounce the grey uniform of the 
Party. His passionate claim that he is the last relic of humanity shows him 
up to be the Beautiful Soul that he is: O�Brien responds by merely playing a 
recording of the atrocities Winston claimed he was willing to commit as a 
member of the resistance (throwing acid in a child�s face and so forth). 

If his reactionary arguments are easy to refute, so too are his abortive 
attempts to make sense of the reasoning behind domination when the profit 
motive is obscured: �I understand HOW,� he writes in his diary. �I do not 
understand WHY.�15 Even the exemplary luxury of O�Brien�s apartment, 
when compared not only with his own but with the slum housing of the 
proles, gives him no indication. O�Brien himself only deepens the deception 
in the Ministry of Love when he transforms power into an end in itself: �Now 
I will tell you the answer to my question,� O�Brien says to Winston in one of 
the final scenes in the Ministry of Love. �It is this. The Party seeks power 
entirely for its own sake. We are not interested in the good of others; we 
are interested solely in power. Not wealth or luxury or long life or happi-
ness: only power, pure power.�16 At the same time, and paradoxically, 
O�Brien�s remark holds the key to the collapse of the regime: power has 
become cynical � that is, intolerable.  
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In volume one of The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault writes: 
�power is tolerable only on condition that it mask a substantial part of itself. 
Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its mechanisms.�17 It is pos-
sible to summarise Foucault�s position in this way: we accept power only 
because we see it as a mere limit placed on our desire, leaving always a 
measure of freedom. What is problematic about this model of power, how-
ever, is that it remains in the realm of political philosophy, or in Marxist 
terms, at the level of the superstructure or ideology. Foucault�s biopolitics, 
or power nexus, and Agamben�s camp as model, like Winston�s refrain, un-
derstand how, but not necessarily why. In this respect, Adorno can perhaps 
stand as their dialectical completion: the logic of the camp today cannot be 
separated from the total logic of capital, from the world whose law is uni-
versal individual profit: �There is no getting out of this,� Adorno writes, �any 
more than out of the electrified barbed wire around the camps.�18  

III. 

How then, to read the end of Nineteen Eighty-Four if not as the end of 
totalitarianism? There are a few ways. First, it is possible to see Orwell�s 
novel simply as modernist allegory for the situation of the artist in society, 
and particularly of Orwell�s own struggles as a writer, which he discusses at 
some length in Why I Write. Winston himself is a budding writer; he is mod-
ernist, a surrealist even, and practices a kind of �automatic� or �stream of 
consciousness� writing. This also points to Orwell�s satirical approach to the 
avant-garde (one of his reasons for writing was to try and change the 
world). Secondly, it is possible, in postmodernity, to read Nineteen Eighty-
Four as a nostalgia novel, recalling the good old days when there was 
something tangible to rebel against, and where actions still had some kind 
of political meaning (most obviously, promiscuity � �sex crime� as it is 
known in the novel).  This nostalgia is something the film version empha-
sises, particularly with its overtly art-deco aesthetic, which it combines with 
a modern pop soundtrack. Another possible reading is the psychoanalytic, 
in which O�Brien figures as the paradigm of the Lacanian analyst who helps 
Winston to understand an important truth: that sometimes two plus two 
does equal five. 

I would argue, however, for a political reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four, 
in the broadest sense Jameson has given to this term.19 In Archaeologies 
of the Future, Jameson puts the question this way: �Can we separate anti-
Utopianism in Orwell from anti-communism? Or, in other words, is his work 
a testimony to the inextricable ways in which these two phenomena have 
become conflated?�20 I would like to conclude by suggesting a provisional 
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answer to this question: these two aspects, anti-communism and anti-
Utopianism can be separated, but only as a hermeneutic act; only, that is, 
by moving beyond contingent events to address the more baleful vision of 
class allegory.21 What needs to be applied to the ending of Nineteen 
Eighty-Four is the same three questions Marx addressed to Bruno Bauer in 
�On the Jewish Question�:22 Ask not who should be liberated, nor who 
should do the liberating? Ask rather, liberated to what? What kind of libera-
tion are we talking about? What is in question is not the end of the novel, or 
the beginning of the appendix, but the space in between the two, a literal 
void into which are projected our deepest fantasies of what constitutes the 
good life. 

After all, is Orwell�s Oceania such a bad place to live? Everyone gets a 
flat, a job, a pair of overalls; they are provided with food, gin, cigarettes, 
and chocolate23 � and all that is asked of them in return is a little orthodoxy. 
Not too much orthodoxy, since the fanatic as much as the dissident is the 
target of the Party purges and ultimately suffers the same terrible fate. 
What is required is something we already have in abundance: self-interest. 
It is only necessary, as Marx has pointed out, that this self-interest be-
comes enlightened: �If enlightened self-interest is the principle of all moral-
ity, it is necessary for the private interest of each individual to coincide with 
the general interest of humanity.�24 For Marx � and this is a paradox not 
easily understood � to realise one�s individuality, one first has to realise the 
social conditions for its emergence. The victory over himself, which 
Winston finally wins at the end of the Nineteen Eighty-Four, is the absolute 
demand such a meagre future would place on each and every one of us.   

Monash University 
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Sarah Palin’s JerUSAlem and Pentecostal faith: a hysteric 

symptom of American utopianism? 

Sarah Curtis 

The United States of America embodies the utopian claim that people 
from any religious persuasion can identify America as their homeland. This 
is traceable in the history of non-conforming Protestants fleeing persecution 
in Catholic Europe. Their establishment of utopian communities also in-
volved the appropriation of land from the original owners and an imperative 
to will ignorance of this as a criminal act. The perpetuity of this legacy can 
be seen in the twenty-first century return to religion and the identification of 
America with economic opportunity rather than as socio-geographic entity. 
While many are still attracted to migrate to the United States, even more 
people live vicariously in an American utopia via increased modes of con-
sumerism, invoking anxiety about its impact on the non man-made world. 

One of the largest and fastest growing religious parallels with eco-
nomic opportunism is the Pentecostal movement and its eschatological 
speculation of life after death. Although its national beginnings are debat-
able, the term �Pentecostal� has become synonymous with the aesthetics 
of American capitalism and its focus on technological immortality. Its 
growth can largely be attributed to the solipsistic metonymy of America�s 
constitutional separation of Church from State. While secular materialists 
may invest in this separation to imagine the death of religion, the growth of 
Pentecostalism is proof that this separation was germinal. Pentecostals are 
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known for their millennial speculation of Armageddon, and this begs the 
question as to the political potential for sociopathic anarchy. In The Pursuit 
of the Millennium, Norman Cohn presented an extensive study on non-
conforming Protestantism around this prospect and concluded: 

The old religious idiom has been replaced by a secular one, and this 
tends to obscure what otherwise would be obvious. For it is the sim-
ple truth that stripped of their original supernatural sanction, revolu-
tionary millenarianism and mystical anarchism are with us still.1

Cohn�s focus is on radical cults of the 1960s and he does not think religion 
plays a part in their development. Is this because religious mystical mille-
narianism no longer exists, or because it exists but it is neither revolution-
ary nor anarchical? The answer may lie somewhere in the shift from the 
modernist and secular sixties to the postmodern and post-secular mood of 
the 2008 presidential campaign. This was characterised by both Democrats 
and Republicans rallying to win the Evangelical vote and culminated in the 
nomination of Sarah Palin, the Governor of Alaska. Palin was appointed to 
represent a religiously based political right and her membership with a Pen-
tecostal church enhanced this possibility. She expounded extremist solu-
tions for climate change and economic growth but failed to rally a great 
deal of support. Was this because her religious-utopian focus on the su-
pernatural made her a volatile yet inevitably weaker candidate?  

At the time Palin was running for the vice-presidency, she identified 
her political destiny with a Pentecostal �Latter Rain� prophecy. This form of 
eschatology has often been likened to the12th-century followers of Monta-
nus, who believed that �the Heavenly Jerusalem was about to descend.�2 
Significantly, Montanus depended on women to proselytise his eschatology 
by expounding ascetic extremism and mystic anti-materialism. Palin may 
be comparable with these women in as far as her ideas seemed extreme. 
However, there is a distinct difference between this American doctrine and 
Montanism.  

Unlike the Montanists who were focused on the world to come, Latter 
Rain prophets often associate the land of America with a New Jerusalem. 
This difference is evident in the concern with a Divine flow of money and 
the belief that this can be accessed through the power of prayer. As Allan 
Anderson writes, the evangelist Kenneth Copeland formulated �laws of 
prosperity.�3 A further example is Creflo Dollar, whose doctrine of prosper-
ity teaching is discussed in The Miracle of Debt Release.4 His focus sug-
gests Pentecostalism is, not a religiously, but a financially driven mysticism 
that fills the void in the secular wasteland by creating the image of a reli-
gious utopia. It begs further examination of the claim made by Max Weber 
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in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 
Weber argued that Calvin established a perfect balance between 

�mystic contemplation and rational asceticism,� while other forms of Protes-
tantism had �an obviously hysterical character.�5 As is well understood, he 
was attempting to explain the defeat of Germany in WWI by arguing that 
the economic superiority of Anglo-American culture stemmed from its Puri-
tan base. Whereas Weber�s intention was to put down the �hysterical char-
acter,� Jacques Lacan�s interpretation of hysteria enables this to be seen 
as a hardy entity that gains strength by challenging a tyrannical discourse 
of mastery. By the same token Pentecostalism may appear to be based on 
a fragile logic and yet its agency is robustly energetic and regenerative. 

Palin�s political career exemplifies its temerity, and her behaviour in 
the heightened religious fever of the American elections suggests how Pen-
tecostalism thrives on hysteric exhilaration. Just as the Calvinists made the 
pragmatic decision to re-open the theatres in Geneva, this could also be 
seen as a contingency that is necessary. It is worth noting how Palin�s reli-
gious identification enabled her to be more easily crucified by the media, 
thereby serving to reinforce the cultural illusion of a secular norm. This also 
shows that while Palin�s extremist ideas raise concern, they stem from the 
category of hysteric cultural illusion rather than from the category of psy-
chotic delusion. According to Lacan: 

The poetry makes us unable to doubt the authenticity of St John of 
the Cross�s experience, or Proust�s, or Gérard de Nerval�s. Poetry is 
the creation of a subject adopting a new order of symbolic relations. 
There is nothing like any of this in Schrebers�s Memoirs.6

Hundreds of years, but degrees of aesthetic refinement, lie between the 
poetry of St John of the Cross and American Pentecostalism. Never the 
less, Lacan�s comparison with Schreber provides a useful reference for ad-
dressing the difference between psychotic religious delusion and hysteric 
religiosity. In psychosis, the signifier does not bar the question of the Other, 
whereas hysteria is a neurosis that is based on repression. Therefore, the 
signifier bars the question of the Other and in turn the neurotic response of 
repression constitutes a precondition for the illusion of cultural morality. By 
the same token, a form of cathartic hysteria and its sublimation can be 
seen to lie within the Pentecostal offer of salvation to the subject who feels 
socially alienated and exiled. 

While American Puritans created a framework for salvation through 
public service, Weber used the term �hysteric� to refer to forms of Protes-
tantism that gave greater emphasis to a personal experience of the Holy 
Spirit, among which were the premillennialists who believed the end was 
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nigh. One who caught Weber�s eye in particular was the founder of the 
China Inland Mission, Hudson Taylor: 

According to Hudson Taylor, China contained approximately 50 mil-
lion families. One thousand missionaries could �reach� fifty families a 
day (!)and thus the gospel could be �offered� to every Chinese in 
one thousand days, or less than three years. 

This is exactly the schema according to which Calvinism operated its 
Church discipline. The chief purpose was not salvation of those sub-
ject to it � which is solely a matter for God (and in practice a matter 
for them) � but to give greater glory to God.7

Weber thought Calvinism was defensibly logical and necessary, while he 
believed Taylor�s heroic and often life-threatening activity to be indefensibly 
contingent and unnecessary. Yet this contingency was not without historical 
effect. Taylor attempted to express empathy for the poor by encouraging 
his missionaries to model themselves on poor schoolteachers. He also re-
fused to take a political stand on imperialist powers or place social reform 
work before a primary focus of saving souls. Subsequently, many of Tay-
lor�s missionaries were targeted as symbols of imperialist betrayal and mar-
tyred in the Boxer Rebellion. This in turn created an opportunity for a sec-
ond wave of missionaries to associate the eventual institution of Maoist 
communism with the anti-Christ and an imperative to seek new ways of ex-
pressing empathy for the peoples caught in its clutches.  

Both Protestantism and capitalism have undergone changes since the 
time of Weber and Taylor. Amongst these are the many American Pente-
costal organizations setting up faith-based ministries in developing coun-
tries who say they are following in Taylor�s footsteps. Yet, unlike Taylor, 
who attempted to discard the trappings of Western culture, they often join 
forces with capitalistic American imperialism, thereby creating an associa-
tion between Christian salvation and economic opportunism. As discussed 
by Hollenweger in The Pentecostals, the American Assemblies of God 
churches attempt to make followers in developing countries �theologically 
and economically dependent on America.�8 Paradoxically, this emulates 
the financial imperatives of nineteenth-century Anglo-American vitality that 
Weber identified as Calvinist in base. 

Pentecostals distance themselves from the Calvinist emphasis on 
good works by teaching that salvation is being re-born in the Holy Spirit, 
and together awaiting the return of Christ. This provides a sense of moral 
purpose and social connection, thereby filling the gap created by the politi-
cal neo-Conservative focus on liberal individualism and the postmodern in-
tellectual focus on cultural plurality. At the same time, an ironic thread of 
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economic pragmatism flows through Pentecostal ecclesiology. By relating 
immortality to conditions for behaviour and pledges of unconditional loyalty, 
and by associating the New Jerusalem with an American city, Pentecostals 
serve to keep the utopian project of nineteenth-century capitalist industry 
alive. This is exemplified by its emphasis on tithing one tenth of income, 
thereby competing with the promise of security through the workers� union. 
A further difference between the Pentecostals and a nihilist millennial cult is 
the intermediary organisation, the Full Gospel Businessmen�s Fellowship 
International, set up by Demos Shakarian.9  

The problem for this utopian agenda of industrial evangelism is how it 
impacts on the sanctity of nature. As Paul Tillich argued in The Protestant 
Era, the development of authoritarian economics with a Protestant reformist 
reaction against Catholicism created the groundwork for relating personal 
salvation to narcissistic and irresponsible consumerism. As he states, �the 
danger of the Protestant humanist development of personality, especially 
on Calvinistic soil, is that of separation while Catholicism, especially of the 
Greek Orthodox type, is in danger of losing, or never reaching, a fully de-
veloped personal life.� 10 Tillich called for a new type of Protestantism that 
can deliver the natural world from the �the symptom of demonic possession 
in the grip of which modern society lives.�11 Given that the Pentecostals are 
the children of the Protestant-led industrial revolution, his comment com-
pels speculation as to how they will respond to its legacy of climate change 
and industrialist arguments for a continuum of irresponsible development. 

Palin�s role in the 2008 elections provides significant material for 
studying the Pentecostals and their relation with the utopian American fan-
tasy of religious freedom. Her ascendancy undoubtedly fuelled the idea that 
American Pentecostal churches will be the spiritual leaders of the new mil-
lennium, while her failure to win office did not necessarily equate with the 
demise of this utopian agenda. Although American political life is implicitly 
Judeo-Christian, Palin�s arrival on the political stage drew focus on the 
problem of separating this religious heritage from secular activity. Even 
though Palin is her own person, her behaviour can be compared with cul-
turally exclusive aspects, such as the Pentecostal concept that sermons 
should not be written or rehearsed. This cultural characteristic was exempli-
fied by her style of orally spontaneous free association and blundering con-
fidence. As a result, she also made transparent her ignorance of social ge-
ography, and while this naivety may have been endearing to some, the im-
plication of her ideas on the natural environment invoked concern in many 
others. 

On further speculation, Palin�s odyssey in the American election typi-
fies how, while Pentecostals are supernaturally focused on the existence of 
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demonic forces, they direct this pre-Enlightenment notion into contempo-
rary registers for mystic speculation. Since the Counter Reformation, the 
Catholic Church preserved outlets for supernatural speculation as the pre-
serve of a financially based religious organization. In contrast, Pentecostal 
supernatural inquiry is inimically linked with the commercial aesthetics of 
laissez-faire capitalism. This is exemplified by the way Pentecostals create 
a forum for mass worship by employing the latest forms of popular art and 
technology, thereby bringing new meaning to Walter Benjamin�s statement 
that �mass movements � constitute a form of behaviour that particularly 
favours mechanical equipment.�12  

Therefore, unlike the religious terrorist organisations that are feared 
because they oppose American ascendency and cultural imperialism, Palin 
suggests how American Pentecostals identify their sanctification with tran-
scendent capitalism and America as an eschatological rather than a socio-
geographical location. Like ancient Rome, this indicates a militant ethos 
that is based upon loyalty and valour. Unlike the Roman Empire, Pentecos-
tal culture is based on a much more abstract and non-geographical form of 
chairos. If this should result in the totalitarian rule of one Pentecostal 
Church, then the field of religious faith would take on the absolute of cul-
tural psychosis. Instead, Pentecostals are limited by the Protestant separa-
tion of Church from State. Therefore, their mystic supernatural focus can be 
understood in Lacanian terms, as barred by the signifier. It is not the psy-
chosis of the fundamentalist religious terrorist who is exiled from the State, 
but a hysteric symptom of American utopianism. 

This hysteric element can be further studied in Palin�s political aspira-
tion to be the first woman vice-president. While more conventional feminists 
aspire to be recognised in the same context as the rational male mind, 
Palin�s profile portrays a more behaviourally transgressive feminism. It is 
comparable with a Baroque pursuit of mystic ecstasy that reached aes-
thetic heights in the Confessions of St Theresa, exemplified by Palin�s con-
fidence in promoting the sensual aspect of maternal love by emphasising 
her choice of mothering a Down-syndrome child.  

At the same time, her passionate support for the gun lobby demon-
strates a more aggressive side and indicates a connection between Pente-
costal culture and a defensive pioneer spirit. One important factor here is 
how issue of race, class and gender underpin Pentecostal aesthetics. For 
example, an essence of white supremacy is traceable in the Pentecostal 
doctrine, which teaches that �Anglo-Saxons are the descendants of one of 
the ten lost tribes of Israel that disappeared in the Assyrian captivity,� as 
discussed by Hollenweger in The Pentecostals. Whether Palin believed this 
doctrine or not, her youthful white beauty lends itself to the formation of 
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white-supremacist fantasy. Although Palin did not exploit this mythical as-
pect, the fact that she did not make a stand on such issues may have also 
detracted from her chance of representing the Pentecostal vote. This is due 
to the fact that American Pentecostalism began as a mixed-race phenome-
non, even though patristic and white clerics such as Charles F Parham pro-
moted a British Israelite theology.  

Palin�s whiteness and religious affiliation drew on a racial fantasy and 
ignited loyalty in those who support it. But this does not represent Pente-
costal faith in its entirety, and so may have contributed to her decline. In 
one sense, Pentecostalism thrives on urbanity and changes in popular atti-
tudes and permissive tastes. Yet Pentecostal churches �have combined 
paganism with Christianity� in pre-industrial countries.13 Due to its propen-
sity to reject more systemic and canonical theology, Pentecostal churches 
nurture a laissez-faire approach to the Christian catechism. This also lays, 
by degrees, the foundations in developing countries for a takeover by com-
mercial American interests. Subsequently, what it accrues in aesthetic vital-
ity is lost through its readiness to act as a vehicle for the homogenising and 
spiritually reductive effect of commercial globalisation. 

This shadowy relationship with corporate power can be further ex-
plored in the Pentecostal teaching that denies the Trinity and replaces this 
with a radical form of nominalism called the Oneness doctrine. In this theis-
tic schema, self and Other is entertained as a supernatural difference be-
tween the self as God and the Other as the non-follower of Christ. In turn, 
the "loser" who fails to emulate a commercial image of youthful beauty and 
financial success signifies this Other, not the politically driven religious ter-
rorist. This commercialism lends itself to interpreting the commodity fetish 
as a symbol of sanctification and the community of Early Christian love with 
loyalty to a commercial brand. Pentecostal faith sanctions the information 
technology native to associate the New Jerusalem with abundant financial 
success by repressing knowledge of its pagan underpinning. Therefore, it is 
understandable how this new form of Protestantism burgeons alongside 
commercial interests and why Palin�s political platform appears to lack sys-
tematic levity.  

In turn, this can be interpreted as the agency of the hysteric structure 
in being able to create a �symbolic real� for the believing community, by 
upholding an �imaginary real� of the crucified body. As Slavoj �i�ek states: 

God the Father is the �real Real� of the violent primordial Thing; God 
the son is the �imaginary real� of the pure Schein, the almost nothing 
which the sublime shines through his miserable body; the Holy 
Ghost is the �symbolic real� of the community of believers.14  
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�i�ek�s concept can also be applied to explain the significance of Palin�s 
Pentecostal faith. She introduced a new dimension in American social his-
tory by associating a Latter Rain prophecy with her entry onto the platform 
of the American presidential elections. This not only exemplifies how Pen-
tecostals invest in an �imaginary real,� but also how their activity in this ar-
ena inevitably could have an impact on the formation of America�s �sym-
bolic real� by promoting the idea that America is God�s place for a New Je-
rusalem. It is different from a secular focus on the �symbolic real� promotion 
of the free-market and globalisation because it upholds an �imaginary real� 
of an American Christian morality. This �imaginary real� represses knowl-
edge of the �real Real� immoral, historical act, such as the appropriation of 
land from traditional owners.  

Palin�s relationship with an Assemblies of God church exemplifies how 
this ahistorical ecclesiology creates an agency for American imperialism 
and causes further casualties of American democracy. An article in The 
Washington Post by Hannah Strange is a case in point.15 It discusses how 
Palin�s appointment as the governor of Alaska was prophesied by an evan-
gelist, Thomas Muthee, who, in 2005 visited her Assemblies of God church 
in Wassila. Strange states that Muthee established his ministry by identify-
ing a �demonic presence� in the town of Kiamba in Kenya, where �God had 
called him� to preach in 1989. He sited the �demonic� with a healing service 
called the Emmanuel Clinic that was run by a local woman called Mama 
Jane. Muthee made a video in which he claimed Jane engaged in fortune 
telling and he suggested this was linked to numerous car accidents near 
her home. Word of her alleged witchcraft was spread through Evangelical 
websites and YouTube. She fled for her life after the townspeople called for 
her to be stoned to death and the police broke into her house �killing her 
pet python they believed to be a demon.�16

The name of Jane�s clinic indicates that the community was already 
engaging with a Christian vernacular and that modern avarice had long re-
placed pre-industrial forms of sorcery. Given this, Muthee�s charge of 
witchcraft seems to have more in common with the competitive agenda of 
business franchising. These modern capitalist concerns are further indi-
cated in the association between Christian salvation and American patriot-
ism made in Palin�s reference to Muthee. She identified him as the prophet 
who predicted her rise to power while she was accepting an honorary de-
gree from an institution created by the Wassila Assemblies of God church. 
The pastor Ed Kalins supported this idea by stating how �Alaska will be the 
refuge for American evangelicals upon the coming �End of Days�.�17 This 
imaginary association shows how Pentecostals tend to link American sov-
ereignty with an urban utopia and construct an identity around atavistic 
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consumer culture. 
Palin�s support of a Latter Rain prophesy is characteristically struc-

tured around identifying the socio-geographic region of America with a 
capitalist focus on urban development and private wealth. This synonym is 
traceable to the Canadian William Branham, who authored this prophecy.18 
Branham was a self-appointed prophet who promoted the laying on of 
hands as a way of transmitting the Holy Spirit, and who believed himself to 
be the reincarnation of the prophet Elijah. He led a religious revival of mi-
raculous healing in the period just after WWII and predicted the end of the 
world in 1977. His teachings were formalised by the setting up of a Bible 
School at Sharon, where a further prophesy was made in 1948 that Alaska 
would be the place where the rapture of the saints would occur. Thus, 
Palin�s nomination could be identified as a further stage of this prophecy. 

This eschatology is tied to the industrial revolution, because it corre-
sponds with increased migration and transient living and its method of 
proselytising has less in common with a pre-modern subject than it does 
with the travelling salesman. This urbanity suggests it is a by-product of 
modern capitalism rather than a resistant sub-culture. Yet it represents a 
utopian ideal of individual expression and a supplement for the controlling 
and conforming models of corporatism. It does this by purposefully condon-
ing the transgression of conventional norms and codes for appropriate be-
haviour as exemplified by the activity of speaking in tongues. This public 
spectacle follows from a culturally organised breaking down of inhibitions. 
Therefore, the subject who is most oppressed and marginalised has the 
greatest to gain from this aesthetic form of sublimation. 

This practice marks out Pentecostalism from other American religious 
groups; significantly, it began in a poor black district of Los Angeles, led by 
an African American pastor, William J Seymour. In the spring of 1906, hun-
dreds of people crowded to a stable at 312 Asuza Street to participate in a 
spiritual revival of speaking in tongues that lasted for seven years. As 
Robert Mapes Anderson describes, the colour divide collapsed and women 
and men danced, hugged and kissed without concern for the divide of race, 
class and gender.19 This created a mythical image of the Early Christians, 
as stated in Galations 3:28: �There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, 
male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.�20 News of this legen-
dary event soon spread around the globe. 

Yet, as Mapes argues, American Pentecostalism began as an aes-
thetically ahistorical rather than a theologically developed platform, and its 
�radical social impulse� was �finally a more conservative conformity.�21 
However, a more sinister rather than conservative element continues 
through what is called the Neo-Pentecostal emphasis on exorcism and its 
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connection with economic opportunity. Pentecostalism transformed Ameri-
can aesthetics by created an �imaginary real� for the American liberal idea 
of a self-educated and self-made entrepreneur. But it also created an op-
portunity for the return of the �Real real.� This is indicated by the propaga-
tion of lay doctrines that seem to be based upon atavistic consumerism. 

A report by Julian Duin in The Washington Post on the centennial 
celebration of Asuza Street in January 2006 provides material to support 
this.22 The event attracted attendees from over thirty countries. According 
to Duin, many protagonists deny the Trinity and preach the Oneness doc-
trine, based on enunciating the �I am.� Many use the term �little gods� to 
promote the idea that a Christian can �create reality� through the ability to 
�speak things into existence.�23 Therefore, while more orthodox churches 
expound a more conventional catechism, these teachings suggest an �in-
verted millenarianism� as suggested by Frederic Jameson.24  

Consequently, Pentecostalism has a politically opacity that makes it 
utopian and thus engenders hysteric vitality. This element is reflected by 
the commercialism of the Christian rock industry and the contradictory 
message of morality and permissiveness, from Elvis Presley to Beyoncé 
Knowles. As argued by Richard Kyle in Evangelicalism: An Americanised 
Christianity, �the demands of consumerism made Christian lyrics the junior 
partner in this marriage.�25 For the same reason, Palin�s odyssey in the 
presidential elections reflected that Pentecostalism does not draw its 
strength from the theological foundations of the Christian canon, but from a 
vicarious relationship with the secular platform of American capitalism. 

From the start, it was clear that Palin�s extroverted religiosity was in-
tended to compensate for John McCain�s introverted faith, and therefore 
compete with the Democrats� increased focus on the religious vote. Al-
though McCain�s record of service to his country fitted the prescription of a 
messianic saviour, he held fast to the concept that religion is a private af-
fair. This pietist inclination was not in tune with the mood of the 2008 elec-
tion. Palin�s gender and youth should have given her an edge, yet perhaps 
not enough for the media savvy, fashion conscious group of younger Pen-
tecostal voters. 

Barack Obama is partly of African descent, making him a symbol of 
deliverance from prejudice and discrimination. Therefore, his charisma was 
interconnected with his ethnicity, creating an �imaginary real� for the lure of 
the gaze. Yet he also had to avoid appearing narcissistically motivated by 
personal agendas. By detracting attention away from the corporeal arenas 
of race and gender, he was more able to represent the unifying �symbolic 
real� of the global marketplace. In contrast, Palin invested in an �imaginary 
real� of American myth by emphasising her gender. This unavoidably also 
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drew attention to her whiteness. Rather than increase her appeal, it be-
trayed a factional divide of racial difference and made it more difficult to 
represent the �symbolic real.� Her �imaginary real� America was too close 
to a derogative image of a lower educated and primitive white. This pro-
vided an opportunity for the repressed �Real real� to return as her political 
crucifixion. 

Her 2007 visit to the Little Norway Festival, in Petersburg, Alaska 
aided this process via a photograph showing a group of Norwegian Alas-
kans wearing Viking helmets and furs surrounding a smiling Palin, who is 
also wearing a fur. John McCormack posted the photograph in The Weekly 
Standard, shortly after Palin presented her controversial policy on firearms 
and the natural environment.26 According to Juliet Eilperin�s article in The 
Washington Post, Palin opposed �a �rural preference� policy that would give 
subsistence hunters priority access over sport hunters to the areas where 
aerial hunting is conducted.�27 This indifference to matters of conservation 
and promotion of blood sports suggests she is motivated by the erotic 
pleasure of exercising brutal power over the fragile and the vulnerable. 
Given this context, this scene and her position in it brings to mind Wagner�s 
image of the terrifying Valkyrie. 

Palin�s creation of an �imaginary real� did little service to her campaign 
because it was structured around the presentation of positive visual images 
that could be easily reversed. Also, her campaign relied on her personal 
history as a beauty queen, as well as her mothering of a Down-syndrome 
baby and a pregnant teenager. The appeal of this heroic and yet vulnerable 
femininity was reversed as soon as Palin opened her mouth to speak. On 
September 3, during her acceptance speech at the Republican National 
Convention, Palin presented her famous analogy of comparing a lipstick 
wearing �soccer mom� with a pit-bull terrier. In turn, this suggests the 
nightmarish image of a vagina dentata. From then on, her Pentecostal 
identity became weaponry to be turned against her, as in Pat Oliphant�s 
cartoon for The Washington Post depicting Palin speaking in tongues.28

Although Palin�s election failure, welcomed by her opponents, made 
her a heroic martyr to her supporters, it did not signal a decline in the Pen-
tecostal influence. On the contrary, it played an important part in electing 
Obama, signposted by The New York Times in a report by Laurie Good-
stein,29 who noted that the Pentecostal pastor Joshua DuBois was to be 
named the director of Washington�s faith-based initiatives office following 
his handling of religious outreach for Obama�s campaign. 

Palin�s flamboyant behaviour and self confident naivety can be related 
to Pentecostal aesthetics because it reflects its utopian agenda of anti-
elitism, joyous spontaneity and the assurance of personal experience. By 
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the same account, the witch-hunt undertaken by the Assemblies of God 
pastor based in Africa shows how it flourishes in the mystically veiled 
shadow lands of tele-Evangelical and Internet shamanism. Her association 
with these primitive forms of exclusion and her support for the American 
Gun Lobby may reinforce an old stereotype of American Pentecostals as 
red necks and poor white trash. Yet, support for Obama from a new gen-
eration of Pentecostals suggests an entirely different image: better-
educated, hip, urban, black. It shows how the Pentecostals represent the 
utopian concept of America as a land of religious freedom in keeping with 
the mercurial nature of a hysteric symptom. 

Sarah.Curtis@college.monash.edu.au 
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Historical Optimism: the Use of Utopia in the Enlightenment Era 

Amy Crawford 

“Utopia cannot be reduced to its content.”  

– Tom Moylan.1

In this paper, I will argue that the use of utopian literature in the En-
lightenment displays the historical optimism found in that era by looking at 
three texts in their historical situation: Thomas More�s Utopia (1516), a tra-
ditional utopian model, as a product of the Renaissance and the age of dis-
covery; Aphra Behn�s Oroonoko (1688), a dystopic text, as a text of Resto-
ration, the age of desolation; and Sarah Scott�s Millenium Hall (1762), a 
feminist utopian text, as a text occurring in the Enlightenment, the age of 
categorisation. In her Women’s Utopias in the Eighteenth Century, Alessa 
Johns states:  

Eighteenth-century female utopists were among the writers grap-
pling with play between optimism and doubt. Their unenviable politi-
cal position � extensive obligation without commensurate rights � led 
them to question some emerging ideological orientations even as 
they reinforced others.2  

A framing of the utopian literary genre can poignantly depict this play be-
tween optimism and doubt. Viewed within the utopian literary tradition of 
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dystopia, Oroonoko exposes the dangers of dehumanisation. The text is 
pessimistic in its call for an end to colonialism and a reworking of current 
political views. This text shows the doubt of the period � a questioning of 
convention and an exploration of what can happen if no change occurs. 
The colonialism Behn exposes is limited, yet still gruesome, including a 
grand finale of dismemberment. While not traditionally read within the uto-
pian grid, Behn uses literary devices common to the genre and also writes 
a clearly cautionary tale. Scott�s Millenium Hall depicts a feminist, philan-
thropic, utopian community. Her text envisions a more optimistic view of the 
possibilities for society. By combining two utopian models, Scott auda-
ciously seeks reality. Through her own projects in the Bath community, 
Scott saw her fictions as representing something that could and should be 
implemented. She also critiqued the marginalisation of women depicted by 
the Squires. The hope of implementing societal ideals, while posing solu-
tions to societal critique, is prefigured in the political, social, cultural and 
economic changes already made, and which would continue. By demon-
strating the merger of human effort and Providence (two traditionally op-
posed models of utopia) and through her use of space/place, Scott�s view 
became, essentially, more optimistic � the historical context here provided 
a general societal optimism that became the soil for a unique flourishing of 
utopia. 

Utopia as a Genre: Types, Models, Themes 

The utopian genre imagines another way of life, which is often set in 
direct contrast to the way things actually are. Lyman Tower Sargent gives a 
general and concise definition: �Utopias are generally oppositional, reflect-
ing, at the minimum, frustrations with things as they are and the desire for a 
better life.�3 Most scholars trace the term �utopia� to More, who wrote of a 
�no place,� a perfect society upon which the traveller stumbles. The realism 
or plausibility of the utopian society is thus paramount. As Bertrand de Jou-
vence declares, �the designation of �Utopia� should be denied to any expo-
sition of a �New Model� of society which is bereft of pictures concerning 
daily life.�4 Equally significant is the notion of isolation. Each utopia, in 
some way, must have boundaries between itself and other communities. 
Themes of time and space are therefore of heightened pertinence. Ques-
tions are begged: how do we get here? Is this future reality or past para-
dise? Is this somewhere we can travel to or create or have created for us 
by a deity of some kind? Thus, topography and architecture, space and 
place are prominent features of utopian literature. These physical struc-
tures frame and enforce societal ideology. As Nicole Pohl observes, �urban 
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planning and urban architecture not only reflect the deterministic political 
and social system of the utopian society, but also reinforce it by introducing 
mechanisms of social control.�5 While specifically referring to More�s text, 
Pohl demonstrates how space � where people sit, where they eat and 
where they live � expresses ideology and reinforces hierarchy. 

Chris Ferns identifies two types of utopian narrative: a central-
ist/authoritarian narrative and one not predicated on order. The former of-
fers stability and security, a freedom from something (usually chaos), while 
the latter is more libertarian and concerned with individual freedom and self 
fulfilment.6 Thus, readers should not be surprised by the link between nar-
rative structure and ideology � that, for example, we find more travellers� 
tales in the age of exploration.7 Ferns continues:  

What utopian fiction does is reveal still more nakedly the nature of 
the relationship between ideology and narrative strategy � not least 
because of the gaps and contradictions which emerge when the two 
are considered together.8  

Dystopia is the other side of utopia. The two are opposite and complemen-
tary, in perfect juxtaposition for comparison and critique of one another and 
society. As Krishan Kumar states:  

Utopia and anti-utopia support each other; they are two sides of the 
same literary genre. They gain from each other�s energy and power. 
The one paints the future in glowing tones; the other colors it black. 
But the imagination of whole societies and the techniques of repre-
senting them in all their particularities are features that they share in 
common. Both deal in perfected societies, the only difference being 
whether they attach a plus or a minus sign.9  

Yet the text itself is not the whole. Indeed, as Tom Moylan notes: �utopia 
cannot be reduced to its content.�10 Rather, utopian discourse must be re-
garded in its historical context. In the relation of utopian discourse to his-
torical context, we shift to an exploration of our three texts, in order to re-
examine the uses of utopia in the Enlightenment. 

Utopia and the Age of Discovery: More’s text in the  
Renaissance 

Prior to the development of the Tudor monarchy, England had been 
notoriously unstable. Scholars note that the �social and economic health of 
the nation had been severely damaged [by the] decades-long struggle for 
royal power.�11 With the emergence of Renaissance Humanism, and in the 
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face of disruption by the Reformation, it is no surprise that More�s Utopia � 
first published in Latin � was both static and authoritarian.  

The historical context of More�s utopian text is clearly identifiable. The 
copious style of the Renaissance, as characterised by Erasmus, is certainly 
present.12 More�s traveller learns of an established society, and the narrator 
describes how the people eat, work, trade; he describes their unique treat-
ment of gold, their marriage customs, their religions and the safety found in 
the embedded hierarchy of this commonwealth. More�s traveller witnesses 
no slave rebellion, as in Oroonoko, nor does he question the mistreatment 
of the lower class, as in Millenium Hall.  

The static social vision described by Ferns is typified by a lack of in-
terest in progress. Indeed, the only progress that can be identified is out-
side the utopian society. So, More�s narrator concludes by pleading: �Now, 
will anyone venture to compare these fair arrangements in Utopia with the 
so-called justice of other countries?�13 Yet there is no overt hope for socie-
tal change for More�s readers. Indeed, the narrator confesses that some of 
the customs of the Utopian people are strange, but nonetheless concludes: 
�I freely admit that there are many features of the Utopian Republic which I 
should like � though I hardly expect � to see adopted in Europe.�14

This utopian text says much in its context. It critiques society and as-
pires to stability, but it does not expect either change or implementation.  

Dystopia and the Age of Desolation: Behn’s Oroonoko in 
the Restoration 

The Restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660 gave renewed hope to 
the traditional landed elites in England,15 but philosophy and the new sci-
ences nonetheless �encouraged a challenge to traditional wisdom and 
learning.�16 In Oroonoko, Behn echoes the �skepticism and freethinking�17 
that flourished in the late seventeenth century. 

As in the utopian genre more generally, the colony to which Oroonoko 
is transferred is a place of isolation, removed from both other plantations 
and native communities. The text explores daily life both in Coramantien 
(later Ghana) and Surinam. While Oroonoko�s daily life is not one shared 
by most slaves � he is a warrior and prince in Coramantien and still a king-
like figure and European-like slave in Surinam � the depiction of daily life is 
of daily events rather than the pure theorising of utopia. Indeed, Katharine 
M Rogers goes so far to say it was Behn�s aim �to ground extraordinary ad-
ventures in actuality.�18

As in much other utopian literature, Behn has an �eye witness� func-
tion as the alien/foreigner, and constructs the colony of Surinam in Edenic 
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terms.19 Yet there is clear dysfunction in the text � that of slavery � which is 
crucial to the framing of Oroonoko in the dystopian mode. This initial dis-
ruption of utopia, found in the first few pages, prefigures another, more 
dramatic, violation of utopia: dehumanisation. Mutiny and dismemberment 
are certainly not qualities of the positive utopian text. In Oroonoko, the 
�happy society� is built on the dehumanisation of slaves, while the charac-
ter Oroonoko is referred to as an animal or monster, or compared to the 
land.20 When he tries to inspire the men to rebel against the colonial op-
pressors, he compares the treatment of slaves to that of animals:  

They suffered not like men, who might find a glory and fortitude in 
oppression, but like dogs that loved the whip and bell, and fawned 
the more they were beaten. That they had lost the divine quality of 
men and were become insensible asses, fit only to bear; nay, worse: 
an ass, or dog, or horse, having done his duty, could lie down in re-
treat and rise to work again, and while he did his duty endured no 
stripes.21  

Shortly afterward, he questions the reason for his imprisonment and that of 
the other slaves:  

Have they won us in honorable battle? And why are we by the 
chance of war become their slaves? This would not anger a noble 
heart, this would not animate a soldier�s soul; no, but we are bought 
and sold like apes or monkeys, to be the sport of women, fools, and 
cowards.22  

Further evidence of dehumanisation lies in the comparison between slaves 
and land, as Anita Pacheco observes: �Slaves here are a bit like land, the 
customary form of aristocratic wealth, which was not only a capital asset 
but also involved lordship over others.�23 Slaves, then, are treated as land-
scape, an asset to a regime. The comparison between slave and land oc-
curs when Oroonoko is wounded. Just as Wells�s The Island of Doctor 
Moreau (1896) questioned the �hope placed in science and the scientist,� 
so Oroonoko questioned the confident expansion of the British Empire via 
colonisation.24 Through the genre of romance (depicted in the love story of 
Oroonoko and Imoinda) and in the theme of moral values (questions re-
garding what should be does and how to live rightly), Behn counters the 
dehumanisation of the colonial subject through the character of Oroonoko, 
the royal slave. As a dystopia, the model of a static society is judged and 
found wanting, with Behn�s text rejecting the current practices of slavery 
and societal inequality.  
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Feminist Utopia and the Age of Categorisation: Scott’s 
Millenium Hall in the Enlightenment 

The late seventeenth century marks a shift from feudalism and mer-
cantilism (domestic economies) to expanding colonial companies, as the 
scientific discoveries of the previous era made way for new markets. En-
lightenment ideals included reason, education, equality and �progressive 
notions about the polis,�25 and there was a reorganisation and creation of 
space, which �configured social intercourse.�26 This relation between physi-
cal space and ideology is significant. Not only were large spaces, such as 
buildings, reconfigured but also small spaces, like the cabinet, within which 
one displayed an �obsession with collecting specimens in a cabinet of curi-
osities.�27 Space and place are thus keen interests in the Enlightenment, an 
interest shared by utopian literature. 

Scott�s Millenium Hall is situated at a merging place of two models: 
those brought about by human effort and those brought about without it. 
The text features evident Edenic space � even more than Behn�s colony of 
Surinam, the grounds of the hall echo a state of paradise. From the garden 
and river to the house and temple, the earth upon which the Hall exists is 
distinct from what the narrator and his travelling companion were used to 
seeing. Lamont, a male traveller who accompanies the narrator to the Hall, 
remarks upon his arrival: �If Nebuchadnezzar had such pastures as these 
to range in, his seven years expulsion from human society might not be the 
least agreeable part of his life.�28  

This is a providential place. While the reader recognises the active role 
of Providence in the histories of the women, the novel�s descriptive sec-
tions exposes how the women founded the community, bringing it about 
with human effort � the effort of pious women.29 With this blending of uto-
pias, Millenium Hall calls for immediate and necessary implementation.  

Returning to the theme of space, it is significant that the Hall itself is in 
the countryside, away from the city. There is a strong element of isolation 
here, although there are also various ties to other communities. Second, 
there is a separate area � the �country adjacent� � of disadvantaged peo-
ples. The women of Millenium Hall help the poor by giving them cottages 
and the chance to work free from the pressure of their former employers, 
the Squires who �indeed grew rich.�30 This work was with the poor and de-
formed, and, using Johns� language, focuses on �the plight of women and 
other subalterns.�31 It is important to note, however, that the view of Mille-
nium Hall as a positive community for women is not unanimously shared. 
Vincent Carretta, for example, argues that the male narrator usurps the fe-
male voice and subjects the women to the male gaze.32 Since masculinity 
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is excluded from the utopia, because it is indicative of �individualistic and 
socially disruptive desire,� Scott�s utopia cannot expand �into the larger so-
cial sphere.�33 But the call of this utopia is not for an all-inclusive totality � 
rather, it functions as separate from society, while still participating in it to 
some degree. This can be seen most poignantly in the marriages that occur 
no less than two times per year. The women of Millenium Hall host the 
weddings of their young female students at the Hall itself, and give them 
monetary gifts to help with their financial security.34 This practice and sup-
port of marriage suggests that there is no intention to replace society alto-
gether, only to influence it in a positive way. 

The community Scott establishes in the Millenium Hall contains, as 
Ana M Acosta writes, a space �created and set aside to contain that which 
belongs nowhere else � anomalies, deformities, monsters.�35 Here, the in-
dividual is not meaningless, as in static utopian models, but rather em-
braced by a caring community � the feminist utopia. Drawing on Enlight-
enment ideals, Scott calls for social change. As Johns states:  

Feminist utopias of the eighteenth century recognized their partiality 
and at the same time offered plans that, leaning on the Enlighten-
ment ideals, sought to improve the lives of subalterns and create the 
possibility for women to become active reformers and political sub-
jects.36  

Yet the Enlightenment, seen so clearly that Scott attempted to live out the 
vision, only made this hope possible. Indeed, Millenium Hall can be seen 
as a fictional, idealised account of Scott�s time in the Bath community.37

Scott thus challenges the use and role of money and the exclusion of 
those seen as unproductive, when her peripheral women are given a place 
to live � a space to be � and a way to contribute. Certainly her work in 
Bath, as well as the didactic tone of her piece, speaks to a call for imple-
mentation. As a blend between utopias brought about with and without hu-
man effort, Millenium Hall becomes a call for the immediate, necessary bet-
terment of society.  

Utopia in the Enlightenment 

In the immediate aftermath of the French Revolution of 1789, there 
was a noticeable decline in the use of the literary utopia as a genre and a 
shift toward utopian polemics and tracts.38 This flourishing use of utopia re-
curs in the late nineteenth century, with writers like Edward Bellamy, Wil-
liam Morris and H G Wells, and again in the late twentieth century with au-
thors such as Charlotte Perkins and Ursula Le Guin.39
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Enlightenment ideals are uniquely displayed in utopian literature, spe-
cifically in Scott�s text. More�s static, authoritarian utopia is present in the 
age of discovery, and stability is sought in the political unrest of the Ren-
aissance. Behn�s dystopia is located in the scepticism of the Restoration. 
She critiques the dehumanisation involved in established society, as evi-
denced in the tale of Oroonoko and the violence he experiences. Scott�s 
text is more optimistic. It is hopeful for change in a way not previously evi-
denced. She combines two models of utopia and utilises space to assert 
the plausibility of a community like that of the women of Millenium Hall. De-
spite her critique of society, she posits a feminist utopian community and 
proposes to put it into action.  

Actually, she does more than propose: the community of Bath is in fact 
the audacious assertion of the plausibility of utopia in the optimistic zeal of 
the Enlightenment. 

redlion392702@yahoo.com 

NOTES 

 

1 Tom Moylan, Demand the Impossible (New York: Methuen, 1986) 39. 
2 Alessa Johns, Women’s Utopias of the Eighteenth Century (Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press, 2003) 5. 
3 Lyman Tower Sargent, �Utopia Traditions: Themes and Variations� in Utopia: The 

Search for the Ideal Society in the Western World, eds Roland Schaer, Gregory 
Claeys and Lyman Tower Sargent (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 8. 

4 Bertrand de Jouvence as quoted in Krishan Kumar, �Utopia and Anti-Utopia in the 
Twentieth Century,� Utopia: The Search for the Ideal Society in the Western World 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000) 252. 

5 Nicole Pohl, Women, Space and Utopia, 1600-1800 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2006) 5. 
6 Chris Ferns, Narrating Utopia (Liverpool: Liverpool UP, 1999) 14-15. 
7 Ferns, Narrating Utopia 17. 
8 Ferns, Narrating Utopia 17. 
9 Kumar, �Utopia and Anti-Utopia� 253 
10 Moylan, Demand the Impossible 39. 
11 M H Abrams, general editor, �The Sixteenth Century, 1485-1603� in Norton An-

thology of English Literature 1B, 7th edition (New York: Norton, 2000) 470. 
12 Sir Thomas More, Utopia [1515], trans Paul Turner (New York: Penguin Press, 

1961). 
13 More, Utopia 129. 



░    Historical Optimism: the Use of Utopia in the Enlightenment Era 91 

 

14 More, Utopia 132. 
15 M H Abrams, general editor, �The Restoration and the Eighteenth Century, 1600-

1785� in Norton Anthology of English Literature 1C, 7th edition (New York: Norton, 
2000) 2046. 

16 Abrams, �Restoration� 2050. 
17 Abrams, �Restoration� 2049. 
18 Katharine M Rogers, �Fact and Fiction in Aphra Behn�s Oroonoko,� Studies in the 

Novel 20:1 (1988) 11.  
19 Behn, Oroonoko 2170. When describing the native people of the colony, the nar-

rator states: �The beads they weave into aprons about a quarter of an ell long, and 
of the same breadth, working them very prettily in flowers of several colors of 
beads; which apron they wear just before �em, as Adam and Eve did the fig 
leaves, the men wearing a long stripe of linen which they deal with for us� (2172). 
This is restated, drawing a parallel with the natives to �our first parents before the 
Fall� that represent the �idea of the first state of innocence, before man knew how 
to sin� (2172). Not only are the natives described in Edenic terms, but also the 
land: ��tis most evident and plain that simple Nature is the most harmless, inoffen-
sive, and virtuous mistress� (2172). Nature is only depicted as harmless as it is be-
fore the Fall. By claiming Nature�s loveliness and host-like qualities, the land itself 
becomes associated with Eden. However, in utopian literature, the land of plenty 
functions to eliminate labour. 

20 Yet the narrator also makes a dehumanising comparison: �[H]is grief swelled up to 
rage; he tore, he raved, he roared, like some monster of the wood, calling on the 
loved name of Imoinda� (Behn, Oroonoko 2212; emphasis added). Here, 
Oroonoko is described to the reader as animalistic. Also, the mob who seeks out 
to find the missing Oroonoko shouts, �Oh, monster! That hast murdered thy wife� 
(2213; emphasis added). This likening to a monster transitions from the animalistic 
to the grotesque.  

21 Behn, Oroonoko 2205; emphasis added. 
22 Behn, Oroonoko 2205-6; emphasis added. 
23 Anita Pacheco, �Royalism and Honor in Aphra Behn�s Oroonoko,� Studies in Eng-

lish Literature 34:3 (1994) 499. 
24 Kumar, �Utopia and Anti-Utopia� p. 253. 
25 Johns, Women’s Utopias 157-9. 
26 Pohl, Women, Space and Utopia 8. Pohl engages with Jurgen Habermas to dis-

cuss structural transformation. For more on this, see Jurgen Habermas, The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society (1962), trans Thomas Burger. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989). 

27 Ana M Acosta, �Transparency and the Enlightenment Body: Utopian Space in 
Sarah Scott�s Millenium Hall and Sade�s The 120 Days of Sodom� in eds Nicole 
Pohl and Brenda Tooley, Gender and Utopia in the Eighteenth Century: Essays in 
English and French Utopia Writing (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007) 115. 

28 Sarah Scott, A Description of Millenium Hall and the Country Adjacent (1762), ed 
 



Amy Crawford    ░ 92 

 

Gary Kelly (Orchard Park: Broadview Press, 1995) 57. 
29 Examples of such a model are found in �Eloquent Peasant of Ancient Egypt,� Aris-

tophanes, Plato�s Republic and Laws and the monastic orders of St Benedict and 
St Francis (Sargent, �Utopia Traditions� 10). These texts focus on the action of in-
dividuals and establishment of government (or a more general structure) as key 
components to the foundation of utopia. While Millenium Hall possesses several 
qualities of the utopia brought about without human effort, clearly it is the women 
who pool their money and are actively philanthropic in the community. The utopia 
does not merely exist, but it exists because the women created it. The Hall itself 
serves as an example of this. After his death, Mr Morgan�s will indicated that his 
wife should have ownership of a house �which fell to him� one month before his 
death (Scott, Millenium Hall 158). The house was �sufficiently furnished� and �in 
such good order� that the women settled quickly. Then, noticing the poor around 
them, the women �instituted schools for the young, and alms-houses for the old,� 
soon followed by �furnishing a house for every young couple that married in their 
neighbourhood, and providing them with some sort of stock, which by industry 
would prove very conducive towards their living in a comfortable degree of plenty� 
(Scott, Millenium Hall 159). 

30 Scott, Millenium Hall 65. 
31 Johns, Women’s Utopias 18.  
32 Vincent Carretta, �Utopia Limited: Sarah Scott�s Millenium Hall and The History of 

Sir George Ellison,� Literature Criticism form 1400 to 1800 (Detroit: Gale, 1984) 
339, 341. 

33 Betty Schellenberg The Conversational Circle: Re-reading the English Novel, 
1740-1775 (Lexington: UP of Kentucky, 1996) 89. 

34 Scott, Millenium Hall 162-3. 
35 Acosta, �Transparency and the Enlightenment Body� 115. 
36 Johns, Women’s Utopias 162. 
37 See Eve Tavor Bannet, �The Bluestocking Sisters: Women's Patronage, Millenium 
Hall, and �The Visible Providence of a Country,�� Eighteenth-Century Life 30 (2005) 
38. For a few years, Sarah Scott and Elizabeth Montagu lived together in a house in 
Bath, which they financed themselves and from where they launched various philan-
thropic endeavours. As such, they sought to enact the ideals of the so-called Blue 
Stocking society, namely, equality for women in all spheres. 
38 Johns, Women’s Utopias 161. 
39 Johns, Women’s Utopias 161. Tom Moylan also identifies this utopian trend as 

dwindling off and not resurging until the twentieth century. See Moylan, Demand 
the Impossible 15-28. 



B O O K  R E V I E W S 



Paul Bogard, ed. Let There Be Night 

Reno, Nevada: University of Nevada Press, 2008. 

ISBN: 978-0-87417-328-4 

Geoff Berry 

Fascinated as I am by NASA photos of the planet at night, which re-
veal stark and beautiful cities of light at the centres of settlement civiliza-
tion, I wanted to find out what this book had to say about the symbolic val-
ues of the darkness expunged by the material fact of electronically fuelled 
light pollution. As the title suggests, the writers collected in this volume give 
voice to the subtle, sometimes intangible things we lose when we turn 
away from the darkness of the night to reside within the ubiquitous urban 
glow of modernity. They question the symbolic component of all this burn-
ing, so bright it lights up the planet at night, while celebrating the values 
and qualities attributable to the darkness we witness away from city lights � 
under the stars, in the countryside � and the way they can enrich the life of 
any person comfortable with being extended in this way.  

As Michel Serres pointed out in The Natural Contract, the nonhuman 
world is relatively distanced (or walled out) by the cities� focus on human 
culture, so that we are left sheltered from nature, carrying out our sociocul-
tural discussions as if indoors. City lights represent, as much as a drive to-
wards greater security, an extension of the hours within which commerce 
can be practised. In this it could also be argued they manifest a furtive my-
thopoeic drive to colonise the darkness forever and leave us in eternal light, 
glowing upon us as an aura effulgent while embodied, attempting to con-
vince us that we have overcome the limits of the body, of the earth, of this 
mortal coil, yet all the while enjoying this enormous pleasure in bodily form. 
There is a spiritual cost to this colonisation, whereby material light banishes 
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the dangers of the night on behalf of our new version of the eternal flame. 
The way contemporary commodity culture manifests its object of fetish 

under the gaze of manufactured light in fact obliterates the very sense of 
mystery traditionally available with a concomitant pleasure of looking into 
the darkness � for instance, of the night sky (to which we are blinded by 
city street lights). In this sense, light pollution is not so much a problem of 
another, Platonic (abstract or religious) world of heavenly light calling our 
attention and sense of responsibility away from this earth, but rather a nar-
rowing of perspective, as it takes place within this world of manufactured 
light and attention. With the colonisation of the planet by manufactured light 
comes the idea that this is all there is to life. Locked in to the endless feast-
ing promoted in today�s halls (or malls) of immortality, we bask in the glow 
of manufactured light and forget the consequences of not respecting the 
darkness, which is banished out of sight. Gilgamesh, who travelled the path 
of the Sun God through the forest darkness on his quest for immortality and 
failed, finally has to learn the lessons of mortality, however frail they must 
seem against the dream of eternal life.   

Let There Be Night¸ in exploring human relationships with the night 
sky, reveals the extent to which widespread light pollution in today�s cities 
exacerbates the loss of human connection with the replenishing mysteries 
of the cosmos. The book�s epigraph draws a link between love of nature 
and the sacred, and resistance to unchecked technological colonisation, 
with its claim that �ever more lights � drive the holiness and beauty of 
night back to the forests and the sea� (Henry Beston, �Night on the Great 
Beach,� from The Outermost House, 1928). Amongst the authors that reit-
erate this relatively intangible loss, Kathleen Dean Moore tells a story about 
her friend�s niece, who patiently explains how �a long time ago,� people 
could see the kinds of stars they had just witnessed at the planetarium. The 
adults� combined shock at this innocuous and innocent display of loss 
shows how mystery is the first casualty of light pollution (11). And in con-
templation upon this mystery, as Carl Jung averred, we may undergo that 
long, dark work of the soul, where we meet and face (and hopefully learn to 
integrate) our shadows; a task diminishing in an age where knowledge 
comes fast and easy with �a few seconds on high-speed Internet� (Laurie 
Kutchins, 41). Thus in taming the wild night sky, light-addicted suburbanites 
damage the human spirit (David Gessner, 18-21). This occurs at least in 
part because �drenching ourselves in artificial light� forfeits a sense of be-
longing to the night and therefore a means of maintaining �mental and spiri-
tual wholeness� (John Daniel, 25). The proliferation of light, then, is associ-
ated with a colonisation of the mystery of the night, a shifting in loyalties 
that recalls Heidegger�s love for Pre-Socratic flux and his associated criti-
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cism against Platonic certitude (Essence of Truth), as well as Freud�s intent 
as framed in the epigraph he chose from Virgil for his Interpretation of 
Dreams: �If I cannot bend the higher powers, I will move the infernal re-
gions.� The daylight consciousness of ego can feed on and profit from its 
suppression and mastery of the darkness (the unconscious id) and this can 
be performed as a substitute for our inevitable failure in the face of impos-
sibly pure heavenly light (the overbearing superego of God the Father). 
Janisse Ray claims this is a confusing double entendre, wherein our desire 
for enlightenment keeps us reaching for the greater clarity and luminosity 
found in artificial light while, so afraid of the darkness that we banish it, we 
thus lose the illumination that darkness can bring (181-2). There is an echo 
of Mystery School initiation here. 

This also brings to mind Serres� belief that we are self-involved at the 
cost of our relations (and contract) with nature. While we may colonise the 
darkness with our materially manifest light, that is, we lose the ability to see 
into and receive the gifts of the night, of the non-human nature we margin-
alise outside the city walls; and this psychological trajectory abides along-
side or within the development of our technology, from ancient Sumer to 
today�s neon-lit shopping malls. Even when lighting up the night seems a 
reasonable response to fear and insecurity, it can actually operate to per-
petuate these states, as the self-confidence required to walk through dark-
ness is lost and the seeming security under the light calls us to dwell solely 
within its safety net. James Bremner wonders how children of today, 
bathed endlessly in artificial light, learn courage (184). For Mark Tredinnick, 
cities are brilliant �white holes,� factories for the consumption that thrives on 
light and that never want to stop eclipsing the darkness, insistently consum-
ing the earth to illuminate the present and foreshorten eternity (153). Thus 
does colonisation lead to affirmation of the law and order that comes with 
the provider of the light (and bread and circuses): the fuel fetish has been 
multiplied exponentially with our acceptance of it, and this acceptance is 
displayed in the increasing dominance of settlement civilizations over the 
last 10,000 years. Dostoevsky�s Grand Inquisitor, in The Brothers Karama-
zov, reveals some of the metaphysical implications of this obedience to the 
light that feeds and enslaves its willing, and even unwilling, constituents.  

The city at night � the desacralised New Jerusalem, our materialistic 
Garden of Paradise � is the ultimate symbol of the secular drive towards a 
brightly lit mythology of consumption. This mythology is advertised with 
channelled light, on billboards and television, internet and in the very primal 
attraction of light at night, in a way that promises that consuming �stuff� will 
confer ephemeral satisfaction, stamp our identity, assert our ascent over 
dumb matter, and confirm our lives in the sight of the god of profane con-



░    Let There Be Night 97 

sumption that authorises its own ontology, epistemology, and taxonomy of 
slaves to the master race. Some other authors have added to this conver-
sation in ways that dovetail nicely with the arguments presented in Let 
There Be Night. Ecocritic Carolyn Merchant traces the teleological evolu-
tionary progress of the western hero myth from darkness to light. �The up-
ward progress of humankind,� she writes, �from darkest wilderness to 
enlightened mind is a precondition for the new earthly garden�.1 This de-
velopment results in the vision of Eden �rediscovered� in the well-lit mall 
(Merchant, 167-8). Merchant investigates recovery narratives seeking to re-
interpret human history so that we can re-attain the Edenic state of har-
mony with nature.  It has also been theorised that consumer culture ne-
gates its responsibility to the ground out of which it draws its riches by pre-
ferring to worship the light we seem most drawn towards today, the �neon 
sun� of multinational corporate capital.2  The ideas driving these analyses 
are similar � our inability to enjoy the immanence of atonement in the mate-
rial world without a vast raft of technological and synthetic mediators is 
compromised to the point that these very vehicles replace the transcendent 
states traditionally yearned for. The problems of addiction afflicting all lev-
els of society may be seen at least partly in this light. And Cosimo Caputo 
adds that the consumer�s attention is gathered under the promise of the 
idol, which, as fetish, dazzles the gaze (where the sacramental icon �pro-
vokes the gaze, invites it not to stop, but to look about�).3 This can be seen 
at work in idolised Hollywood fame or brightly lit consumer products at the 
local supermarket: �In contemporary fetishization the light of merchandise 
is devoid of differences�; its shadow escapes but haunts, submerged by our 
obsession with the �ever-new,� so that we fail to create �a relation with the 
uncontrollable� (Caputo, 238). Lovers of the outdoors after dark, as well as 
amateur astronomers and poets alike, will agree with these sentiments and 
enjoy the intangible benefits of Let There Be Night.  

Monash University 
Geoff.Berry@arts.monash.edu.au 

                                                 
1 Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden; the Fate of Nature in Western Culture (New 
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2 Wendy Wheeler, A New Modernity? Change in Science, Literature and Politics 

(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1999), 166. 
3 Cosimo Caputo, �Light as Matter,� Semiotica 136 (2001): 217-43. (238) 
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Since publishing its first edition in 2005, the Myths Series has pre-
sented a wide variety of volumes, each by different authors, which capture 
multivalent aspects of the mythic in literature. In the broadest terms, the 
qualities that make a tale mythic should include exploration of the connec-
tion between human and sacred worlds (tracing the metaphysical element 
to our lives, as Joseph Campbell urged) and explorations of narratives so 
pervasive that they work to structure the very way we think (as pointed out 
by Claude Lévi-Strauss). While the publishers may be accused of stretch-
ing this in their stated aim to convey tales of �universal and timeless sto-
ries,� they can certainly be said to have succeeded in providing a richly tex-
tured set of examples that make mythic themes and concerns contempo-
rary, exciting and valid, both as entertainment and as spiritual nourishment. 
Some of the ways myth�s enduring relevance have been captured in the se-
ries includes Margaret Atwood�s evocative telling of the faithful wife await-
ing her Wandering Prince in The Penelopiad, Victor Pelevin�s image of an 
internet chat room as the contemporary labyrinth, complete with Minotaur 
at its voracious heart (The Helmet of Horror), and David Grossman�s inves-
tigation into the very human psychological aspects of the myth around 
Samson in Lion’s Honey.  

Like Lion’s Honey, Michel Faber�s The Fire Gospel, the latest edition in 
the series, asks searching questions about its subject � but this time, we 
are concerned with the far more central and controversial Western myth 
surrounding the life and death of Jesus Christ. The Fire Gospel explores 
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the explosive contents of a newly discovered set of scrolls, which were 
inked into existence by a follower of Christ who actually witnessed the cru-
cifixion and wrote soon afterward. The lines between fact and fiction are 
blurred in multifarious ways by Faber, who explicitly plays on the outra-
geous success (and spurious research) of Dan Brown�s The Da Vinci Code 
as well as other examples of the Jesus �industry.� In brief, Faber�s protago-
nist Theo Griepenkerl �finds� nine scrolls, in the rubble of a looted museum 
in the midst of war torn Iraq, which tell the story of Jesus� life and death in 
graphic detail. Theo is presented as a character of dubious ethics, with a 
lust for fame and fortune that is equally cynical and mundane. The fact that 
marks his find out from the �money-grubbing exercises in imaginary schol-
arship, cackhanded hokum and Mickey Mouse theology� of the Dan Brown 
school of speculative fiction, as he defines it, is that the original author of 
the scrolls, Malchus, is an eye-witness follower of Jesus and writes in Ara-
maic, the language of Christ and Theo�s academic specialty.  

As translator of the first genuinely new Biblical literature since the 
Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, Theo is thrust into the international 
limelight when they prove to be a massive international publishing success. 
Meanwhile, the action rolls on thick and fast, with Theo�s previous relation-
ship ending while he discovers (and welcomes) the spoils of fame. The Fire 
Gospel registers a scathing indictment of the declining standards of the 
publishing industry (both academic and popular) as Theo sees it, as well as 
being a character study of Theo�s own ambiguous relationship with the an-
cient papyri, their language and his associated discipline. And although The 
Fire Gospel tells the story of Theo�s miraculous find and the violent ramifi-
cations of its publication as an exploration of the enduring power of myth, it 
does so in a detective-style fashion, creating an atmosphere of suspense 
that make it an easy, even rollicking read. The actual contents of the 
scrolls, for instance, are tantalisingly hinted at by television talk show host 
Barbara Kuhn when she asks about the effect Jesus� real dying words will 
have on the faithful. They are quite different, in this version, from the tradi-
tional �It is accomplished,� and when Theo�s translation of them follows a 
little later in the book, it is amidst Malchus�s almost astonishing description 
of Christ�s physical torment on Golgotha. The crucifixion is detailed in a 
manner that would not only seem irreverent, even sacrilegious, to most 
Christians (you might say Faber is �taking the piss�); it is also, significantly, 
intellectually inventive in the way it still manages to reveal the fundamental 
message of any saviour � that the ultimate truth beneath all our suffering 
and alienation is one of absolute, transcendent harmony.  

Faber achieves this with a passage that is both absolutely physical 
and utterly otherworldly, unverifiable and powerfully illuminating in terms of 
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poetic truth, real and impossible at once � in other words, in a way that is 
truly mythic. And this mythic element carries whether or not Faber�s irrev-
erence is meant to maintain Christ�s saving grace; because if there is one 
thing certain of the truly mythic, it is that it will slip past the guardianship of 
its editors (or of reason itself, as Hans Blumenberg put it in Work on Myth). 
The collective reception and the high level of energy and excitement Jesus� 
communication of the divine engenders amongst his followers mark it out 
as exactly the kind of momentous spiritual import expected at the origins of 
such a phenomenally powerful religious movement as Christianity proved 
to be. The corporeal details of Christ�s dying moments, according to Fa-
ber�s eyewitness Malchus, trump the other gospels for authenticity, inspir-
ing fervent opposition from modern Christian readers as well as admiration 
from fellow atheists who, like protagonist Theo, yearn for an end to the pa-
rochialism and irrationality of religion. Like so many of us in modern secular 
society, Theo himself is no believer. But even while he is happy to ascribe 
to the myth of Christ a history of fabrication and exaggeration, he also 
maintains facets of religious thinking he cannot condone in any organised 
or hierarchical manner. An atheist, Theo still believes in fate: the coinci-
dence of the scrolls� appearance, combined with the fact they are written in 
the language of his academic specialty, �was too astounding to ignore. 
These scrolls were meant for him. There was no other explanation for it.�  

The existence of the kind of �higher agency� necessary for this belief, 
combined with the spiritual malaise exposed when the Christian faith is un-
dermined, reveals the combination of factors involved in the resurgence of 
interest in myth in modern western society. Just as in the times of Christ, 
we witness increased social upheaval and a powerfully pervasive question-
ing of formerly sacred truths. The ongoing tensions in the west (and now in 
much of the modernised world) between scientific reason and religious faith 
(or between self-satisfied materialism and any symbolic quest whatever) is 
explored by Faber in aspects cynical, innocent, compromised and insouci-
ant. And hence the clever strategy that enables Faber�s tale to transcend 
the inadequacies of others of the genre, as it both humanises Jesus and 
maintains his enigmatic spiritual promise in one (but I won't give away the 
shocking �truth�!).  

The explosive nature of Theo�s new truth provokes huge publicity, with 
a wide variety of strong responses from ideologues of all ilk arising in its 
wake, many of which Faber includes as Amazon website customer reviews 
in a chapter aptly titled �Judges.� Some readers harbour an anger that spills 
over, however, beyond pluralist (and consumerist) tolerance and into The 
Fire Gospels� final, terrorist�inspired culmination. This brings me to the two 
weaknesses that jarred the pleasure I took from reading this book. In one 
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scene, the audience at a reading are reduced to doing the �usual pluralistic 
thing,� which lumps all the booklovers present into one amorphous mass, 
regardless of whether they respond to the words of Malchus with uncon-
cerned cool or anguish. This is unfair use of postmodern phrasing in the 
service of dismissing postmodern diversity. Secondly, and more impor-
tantly, the amalgamated political persuasions of the �terrorists� involved in 
the final action section of the book don�t ring true, as if they represented a 
cross-section of the kind of crazy thinking involved in fundamentalisms of 
any type, rather than the authentically organised cell we would probably 
expect in such shenanigans. These weaknesses do not in any comprehen-
sive way detract from the achievement of The Fire Gospels, however, 
which on the whole represents an entertaining new addition to the Myths 
series.  

Monash University 
Geoff.Berry@arts.monash.edu.au 
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The Return of Political Theology 

Like all such �turns� by which the humanities are narrated, the recent 
theological turn, or return of religion, has those who view it cynically, as a 
fashion, and others who treat it more positively, as an apposite engage-
ment with contemporary events. Certainly this debate now occupies a place 
at the forefront of critical theory, as indicated by the numerous books, col-
lections and journal issues devoted to the theme. 1 But there might seem 
something particularly frightening about this trend; for many secular aca-
demics, theology and religion should have been excised from the public 
sphere by an Enlightened politics long ago. While they might see the up-
surge of, for example, religiously-motivated violence as the proof of relig-
ion�s poison, there are others for whom such worrisome contemporary 
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events signify instead the need for careful examination of what is, after all, 
an enormously complex and influential element of the political.  

Two recent volumes, Political Theologies (edited by de Vries and Sul-
livan) and Religion and Violence in a Secular World (edited by Crockett), 
provide the means for orientation amid this theological turn. These patient, 
provocative and nuanced analyses are welcome in a time when popular 
criticisms of �superstition� fail to take seriously or even grasp the reasons 
for religion�s enduring presence in human societies (let alone to question 
the terms of their own atheistic and/or scientistic opposition). Indeed, for all 
the bemusement and anger of secularist commentators, what the contribu-
tors to these collections demonstrate is that an understanding of political 
theology is essential for the interrogation of so many of today�s important 
questions�not only the renewal of religious belief but also the decline of 
secularism more generally, as well as questions of globalisation and the 
nation state, of pluralism and democracy. The political, it seems, is still the-
ologico-political; perhaps it is permanently or necessarily so. This sugges-
tion is explored throughout the de Vries and Sullivan volume, which reprints 
Lefort�s famous essay among many other new works that discuss ways, 
from the abstract to the concrete, in which religion continues to provide 
challenge, sustenance and scandal to contemporary Western and global 
politics and self-understanding. The Crockett volume does likewise, while 
also giving more room to the suggestion or hope that there might even be 
ways to renew this unshakeable theologico-political heritage towards radi-
cal or revolutionary ends. 

Political Theologies is a formidable book, containing thirty-four essays 
(divided among four thematic parts) as well as a comprehensive, 88-page 
introduction by Hent de Vries, the author of Philosophy and the Turn to Re-
ligion among other books, and editor of other important volumes in the 
field.2 This introductory text (titled �Before, Around, and Beyond the The-
ologico-Political�) does a lot more than present the volume, though it does 
this expertly, reviewing the previous work of the many well-known contribu-
tors (from Judith Butler and Ernesto Laclau to Talal Asad and Wendy 
Brown) as well as engaging in some detail with the included essays. Mov-
ing from radical Jihadism to Spinoza, from philosophy to the everyday, de 
Vries also provides useful background on further works and events that set 
contexts and precedents for the discussions that will follow. He weaves 
among this his own careful argument regarding the theologico-political, 
coming to some preliminary conclusions regarding the use of this term and 
its operation (in roles ranging from descriptive to normative) in contempo-
rary and historical debates. 

The book includes essays from three related conferences, as well as a 
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number of other selected contributions, including some important reprints, 
making it an indispensable anthology. The volume�s thematic grouping 
passes the reader through a number of important areas of debate. The 
more philosophical opening sections include, as might be expected, recon-
siderations of the work of Carl Schmitt and Walter Benjamin, as well as re-
flections on Greek polytheism and on Augustine, on mysticism and on 
scripture, and some important interventions on the subject of �tolerance�. 
Jean-Luc Nancy�s �Church, State, Resistance� provides an introduction to 
his �deconstruction of Christianity� project, which occurs (like many of the 
reflections in this field) in the trail of Claude Lefort�s �The Permanence of 
the Theologico-Political?� (reprinted here, as mentioned) as well as Lefort�s 
student Marcel Gauchet�s The Disenchantment of the World.3

These theoretical discussions gradually give way to a more particular, 
historical focus. There is a good group on questions of European secular-
ism and Islam as the �internal Other�, in particular the head-scarf contro-
versy in France and the populist challenge to multicultural tolerance in the 
Netherlands. One finds throughout a consistent questioning of the meaning 
and operation of what is called �secularism�, perhaps best summed up in 
Talal Asad�s assertion that there are �qualitatively different forms of secular-
ism.� (507) Further, against overly rationalist accounts of subjectivity and 
communication, there is a welcome emphasis on the affective element of 
demonstration. In particular the essays of Matthew Scherer, on �Saint John� 
Rawls, and of Bhrigupati Singh, on Gandhi, make use of provocative com-
parisons with Christian hagiography in order to bring out the performative 
dimension of secular forms of knowledge and resistance. They show that 
the conversion to belief of one�s followers or readers rests on not only ar-
gument but the inspirational demonstration of exemplary behaviour. 

These thematic consistencies are punctuated by numerous distinctive 
and often intriguing contributions. Two of the best are on the theme of 
scandal: Antónia Szabari contributes a wonderful essay on Luther�s scan-
dalous speech in the Reformation, and Rafael Sánchez describes the op-
eration of �monumental governmentality� in South America by reference to 
the prank by which �the general�s colored panties blew a gaping hole in the 
theologico-political balloon of the Venezuelan Chávez regime� (401-3). A 
pair of essays on the religious preconditions of secular states by Jürgen 
Habermas and the current Pope (which institution Luther referred to as �the 
real Antichrist�, �raised up by the devil� in The Smalcald Articles4) are fol-
lowed by one on George W. Bush�s �God Talk�. One of the final essays is 
Thierry de Duve�s �Come On, Humans, One More Effort if You Want to Be 
Post-Christians!�, a lively exploration of Christianity as the �religion of the 
exit from religion� (in the wake, like so many, of Gauchet) that takes in the 
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French Revolution�s translation of the New Testament�s �faith, hope, and 
love� as �liberty, equality, and fraternity� as well as meditating, via a La-
canian reading of St. Joseph�s ambiguous fatherhood of Jesus, on potential 
post-Christian understandings of gender and embodiment. 

The collection maintains throughout a scholarly tone, steering clear of 
the more polemical arguments that have characterised interventions in po-
litical theology such as Slavoj �i�ek�s, which seeks not only to interrogate 
but endorse the Christian legacy, if only in its overcoming. All however take 
very seriously the theologico-political and are post-secular in the sense that 
they interrogate the question of the �outside� of the political, whether indi-
cated simply by the �sacred� character of French republican laïcité and the 
American Church/state separation, in Lefort�s statement that �humanity 
opens onto itself by being held in an opening it does not create,� (157) or in 
Habermas�s somewhat reluctant admission that �civil society � derives 
sustenance from spontaneous and, if you like, �prepolitical� [including reli-
gious] sources.� (254) However, like the seemingly obsolete models of 
secular neutrality put into question throughout the volume, this �returned� 
religion is plural and differentiated in form and effect. Such is demonstrated 
in the volume�s many affirmations of agonistic pluralism as a model for po-
litical engagement within a differentiated society, one not simply �multicul-
tural� but featuring many cross-cutting forms of religious and cultural identi-
fication that often undermine or go beyond republican or national alle-
giances.  

If the de Vries and Sullivan anthology leans more towards the political 
aspect of political theology, the volume edited by Crockett is on the whole 
more engaged with the theological dimension, though it is not a matter of 
�apologias� but instead �using the resources of religious traditions as well as 
contemporary philosophy to grapple with difficult problems of religious and 
political violence.� (1) Indeed this explicit focus, in relation to which many of 
the contributors draw explicitly on the earlier work of Hent de Vries on just 
this theme,5 has seemed particularly urgent in the aftermath of the 9/11 at-
tacks through which the terror of religious violence once more entered so 
spectacularly into the collective imagination. 

In his introduction, Crockett frames the collection in terms of what he 
calls, drawing on earlier work, �secular theology�.6 For those hesitant about 
the use of the term �theology�, Crockett provides a useful bridge in his men-
tion of Tillich�s reference to �ultimate concern�: �insofar as our desires mani-
fest desires for truth, justice, and salvation that ultimately concern our being 
and nonbeing, they are formally or inherently theological, whether or not 
they confess more recognizably traditional theological doctrines.� (11) In 
opposition to the medievalist nostalgia of the Radical Orthodoxy movement, 
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Crockett draws on thinkers such as Gauchet and Asad in order to problem-
atise any easy understanding of the secular modern as beyond religion. He 
then turns to Giorgio Agamben�s rethinking of (im)potentiality as an impor-
tant resource for efforts towards �a truly radical political theology� (13) that 
is capable of tackling today�s most urgent instances of violence, able to re-
think not only the sovereignty of God but also �to theorize political power 
without appeal to the notion of sovereign authority, which is always reli-
gious in some way� (14). 

The essays develop from historical engagements with specific think-
ers, issues and events to more general philosophical and theological explo-
rations of the possibilities for responding to violence. There are essays on 
Kant, Levinas, and Derrida, on terrorism and on Auschwitz, on witch hunts 
as a modern phenomenon and on the phenomenology of the absurd. Carl 
A. Raschke offers an unflattering appraisal of contemporary pagan trends 
in which �[t]he �witch� serves as an omnibus metaphor for stifled alterity on 
the whole.� (47) Engaging with the heterological histories of Michel de 
Certeau, Raschke argues that witch-hunts were a product not of the dark 
ages but of a nascent modernity. Martin Kavka provides an illuminating and 
historically astute reflection on what is at stake in reading today the postwar 
Jewish writings of Abraham Joshua Heschel, articulating plainly a question 
that is essential for all reflections on postsecular political theology: �what 
are the criteria by which we distinguish good and bad efforts at letting God 
into the public sphere?� (122)  

Among the philosophical essays, the more explicitly theological contri-
butions are well worthwhile. Against the theory of atonement and sacrificial 
exchange proposed by Anselm, B. Keith Putt seeks to restore, via René Gi-
rard, an Aberlardian account of Christ�s exemplary suffering. Jeffrey W. 
Robbins reassesses the tradition of radical theology, arguing that it has to 
date been insufficiently political, and making his own connections with the 
work of Jean-François Lyotard on the postmodern condition as a response 
to terror as well as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri�s influential argument 
regarding global empire and the multitude. Robbins short essay provides a 
useful genealogy of radical theology�from the �crisis� theology of Bultmann 
and Bonhoeffer, through the �death of God�, �postmodern�, and �liberation� 
theologians�ultimately arguing that �there is no radical political theology. 
What we have instead is either a radical theology that effectively decon-
structs the theological tradition while maintaining ambivalent or essentially 
conservative in its basic political philosophy, or a radical political theory of 
liberation that remains essentially conservative in its basic theological 
commitments.� (200-1) What is needed, he argues, is a combination of 
these two critiques that is both politically and theologically radical. 
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There is ultimately little consensus among contributors as to what the 
precise contours of a such a theology might be. In seeking for the means to 
articulate a response to both terrorism and the militaristic, us-vs-them reac-
tion to it, not to mention other forms of religious (or indeed divine, sover-
eign) violence, we find thinkers searching once again among the resources 
of religious thought. As Robbins argues, �if the modern history of seculari-
zation has taught us anything, it is that we are never entirely rid of religion, 
and that the return of religion, whether for good or evil, remains a potent 
vehicle of political mobilization and, correlatively, a potential source of con-
tinued violence and aggression.� (195) One gets the sense that we are 
once again only at the beginning of this inveterate discussion. Scholars 
wishing to engage with the current resurgence of political theology could 
hardly do better than work through both of these volumes. 

Monash University 
Matthew.Chrulew@arts.monash.edu.au 
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City Visions: The Work of Iain Sinclair 

It is perhaps surprising that Iain Sinclair has courted less academic at-
tention than might be expected from a writer of his stature. His circular ex-
cisions of the written word, rewoven into the circuitous labyrinth of London�s 
urban fabric, his insistent intertextual frameworks and syntactic ambiguity 
seem to beg, at the least, a type of speculative literary criticism. Yet, as 
City Visions� editors, Robert Bond and Jenny Bavidge, propose, perhaps 
Sinclair�s critical absence is a result of the peculiar tension his body of work 
engenders � tension between genres, between film, poetry and literature, 
between critical and commercial success and obscure, small-press inac-
cessibility, all of which he straddles. For Bond and Bavidge, �the multidis-
cursive and multi-encyclopaedic range of his sources and references � 
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has made it difficult for commentators � to grasp the scope, and identities, 
of Sinclair�s various colliding projects� (2). However, it is in this fluidity that 
the various contributors to City Visions, which collects papers given at the 
University of Greenwich�s 2004 conference of the same name, find a way 
in. According to the editors: �Sinclair suggest[s] that the river could teach us 
a way of interacting with urban history and culture � a fluid imagination-
work, as it were � as playful, democratic and formless as nature itself: as 
organic, grounded and experimental as the city could continue to be� (8). 
Accordingly, City Visions is far away from opaque literary theory, typified by 
Ben Watson, who admits to being stung by, and then colluding with, �Sin-
clair�s scorn for the patronising academic �overview� [that] burn[s] occult in-
signia on the back of [my] neck� (82). 

The anthology has four sections with titles that give an indication of the 
focus: Contexts, Culture and Critique, Connections, and Space. �Resis-
tance� is a recurring concept, embodied, it is claimed, in Sinclair�s micro-
detail. Because there are no real narrative arcs in his writing, the overarch-
ing critical strategy on display involves deep excavation of the mechanics 
of discourse. Kirstin Seale suggests that Sinclair �alienates the reader 
through use of digressive narrative, which, in its Blakean insistence on cy-
clical shapes, resists the linear structure of rational imagination� (105). 
Robert Hampson charts connections between Sinclair�s mapping of urban 
space, intertwined with the latterly reborn pyschogeography movement, 
and Sinclair�s sense of evasion of the all-consuming gaze of late capitalism: 
�The �fresh� relations of collage coincide with visions of a transformed city� 
(113). David James skilfully picks apart Sinclair�s �cryogenic narrative� logic 
(a �bolting together of clauses,� like cryogenic suspension), where the artifi-
ciality of prose language is attacked, and reordered, to counter the �vio-
lence� it wreaks upon �felt experience,� resulting in what Sinclair in Dining 
on Stones describes as the �futility of fixing the present moment, instead of 
experiencing it� (157). 

Indeed, �dispensing with the sub-clause,� to use Hampson�s term, 
comes to have macroscopic significance, paratactical resistance that might 
well be a �fidelity to the writer�s unconscious� (88), as Watson asserts re-
garding the dissent in Sinclair�s early poetry. Brian Baker, too, holds that �it 
is in fact the poetry that is vital to an understanding of Sinclair�s writing 
practice� (133), an experimental freezone where many of Sinclair�s core 
obsessions are developed. 

I was disappointed by the lack of interest in Sinclair�s film work with 
Chris Petit, a long, fruitful and ongoing partnership. Although the films are 
mentioned sporadically throughout City Visions, only Esther Leslie�s essay 
on London Orbital (the Petit/Sinclair film of Sinclair�s book) applies any kind 
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of weighty critique. Yet while her analysis is perceptive, dubbing the film-
makers� interest in image overload and recovery as an �aesthetics of re-
fuse� (refuse as both garbage and resistance), she misses a trick by failing 
to mention the overarching influence of J G Ballard, such an acknowledged 
influence on the film he may as well be credited as the third director. 

David Cunningham rectifies this, albeit referring only to Sinclair�s writ-
ten work. While many commentators tend to simplify the Ballard/Sinclair 
symbiosis, smelting it down to an effortless story of compatible writers, 
Cunningham deftly challenges that assertion by exposing the Ballardian in-
fluence as the grit in Sinclair�s work, a productive f(r)iction that allows Sin-
clair to revivify Ballard�s archetypal non-place: �re-plac[ing] the fictional 
spaces of Ballard's novels through what is described as a tenuous act of 
re-enchantment � as if the lexical variety and richness of [Sinclair's prose] 
might overcome the emptiness that it confronts� (142). 

All up, this is a very impressive collection (despite the niggling problem 
of multiple typos that renders some footnotes unintelligible). It meets Sin-
clair�s work on its own terms, becoming state-of-the-art literary theory that 
is intelligent and deep, but never anything less than playful, engaging and 
revelatory. 

J G Ballard’s Surrealist Imagination: Spectacular Author-
ship 

In contrast to Sinclair, Ballard has been very well served by academia. 
J G Ballard’s Surrealist Imagination represents the fifth book-length, critical 
analysis of his work (alongside numerous essays) and the second by 
Jeannette Baxter, who also edited Continuum�s collection of essays, J G 
Ballard: Contemporary Critical Perspectives (2009). One wonders what 
Ballard himself might have made of it all. In 1991, he penned a wonderfully 
distemperate letter to Science Fiction Studies, in which he denounced the 
critical consciousness surrounding SF (a genre he is strongly associated 
with) as �bourgeoisification in the form of an over-professionalized acade-
mia with nowhere to take its girlfriend for a bottle of wine and a dance.�1

What more can be said about his work? Quite a bit, according to Bax-
ter, especially regarding his highly developed visual sensibility. The work of 
surrealist artists, Dalí especially, corroborated his decision to invert the 
standard tropes of science fiction in the 1960s, to explore inner rather than 
outer space, using the language of dreams to remap the reality of a bur-
geoning, mass-mediated consciousness � a parallel excavation of McLu-
han�s global village. Yet, as Baxter points out, while ��surreal� and �surreal-
ist� have become standard terms for reviewers and critics when describing 
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Ballard�s work � remarkably, no sustained analysis of the extent and order 
of Ballard�s Surrealism exists� (1). 

While this may be true � �surrealist,� like �dystopian,� undeniably forms 
part of the clichéd critical lexicon surrounding Ballard�s material � I don�t 
agree that it is �remarkable� that a sustained analysis doesn�t exist (if by 
�sustained� Baxter means �book-length�). After all, how many authors have 
entire volumes devoted to a single element of their work? In J G Ballard’s 
Surrealist Imagination, this becomes problematic in that, over the course of 
Baxter�s 237 pages, the thesis sometimes stretches thinly. For example, 
discussing Ballard�s novel The Crystal World (1966), she asserts that it of-
fers a �critique of emergent US Neo-Imperialism within �decolonised� Africa� 
(39). The Crystal World clearly draws on Surrealist technique, resulting in 
some of the most striking and uncanny imagery of Ballard�s career. But to 
suggest it has an extratextual political, postcolonial dimension seems more 
a result of Baxter adapting the novel to her critical framework, which avow-
edly aims to explore the �historical, political [and] visual dimensions� of Bal-
lard�s Surrealism, rather than simply the �aesthetic (and purely) textual as-
pects� (13). 

All the same, the book is commendable in its desire to parse the en-
tirety of Ballard�s output: not just his novels, but also the numerous inter-
views he gave, his journalism, his short stories and particularly his graphic 
art. This imbues Baxter�s analysis with considerable depth, typified by her 
discussion of Ballard�s 1970 experimental novel, The Atrocity Exhibition, 
which returns the Atrocity chapters to their original sources as standalone 
�condensed novels,� often accompanied by collages, in Michael Moorcock�s 
New Worlds magazine. 

J G Ballard’s Surrealist Imagination is recommended to those already 
familiar with Ballard�s work, and who want to examine his influences in 
more detail. Otherwise, the dense, single-subject approach and the equally 
dense writing, tightly compacted with substantial academic language, might 
not be the best entry point to Ballard�s work. Unfortunately, like City Vi-
sions, major typos plague it, surprisingly, given how long Ashgate has 
taken to release it. According to Baxter�s endnotes, the manuscript was fin-
ished in 2006, highlighting the perils of academic publishing, which can be 
slow to match the pace of the outside world. The book misses out on Bal-
lard�s last novel, Kingdom Come (2006), and his autobiography, Miracles of 
Life (2008), omissions that immediately date any overview of Ballard pub-
lished in 2009. The former would have slotted in well � according to Bax-
ter�s prerequisites, it is blackly funny (she adroitly teases out the sly hu-
mour in the rest of Ballard�s work, locating it as an index of the Surrealist in-
fluence), political and highly visual � while the latter offers extended in-
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sights into the sway of Surrealism in his life. 
An inherent problem is the bibliography, which, as in most academic 

appraisals of Ballard, suffers from predictability (at least in the material on 
the writer), a feedback loop that references a select few, visible publica-
tions. This becomes apparent when Baxter discusses Jean Baudrillard�s ar-
ticle on Ballard�s Crash, reheating the same vehement reactions to Baudril-
lard�s reading that were levelled within academia back in 1991. Recently, 
there have been some productive re-readings of the Ba(udri)llardian sym-
biosis online in both blog and non-mainstream academic formats. These 
would surely have enhanced Baxter�s research in that they share her admi-
rable central ideal: to rejuvenate the ossified critical shorthand that so often 
marks readings of Ballard�s work. 

Monash University 
Simon.Sellars@arts.monash.edu.au 

 

NOTES 

1 J G Ballard, �A Response to the Invitation to Respond,� Science Fiction Studies, 
vol. 18, no. 55 (1991) 329. 
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a table set for thousands #2 

Ashley Capes 

I have to let the words make mistakes, 
dozens of them, years of them 
tonnes of them 
before 
I take them out to dinner, 
introduce them to dangerous types 
happy holidays, marriage ceremonies 
gainful employment, theft of history 
blood feuds 
strange cousins 
and salesmen, with coins that sparkle  
like wishes in fountains 
before  
I send them to gods with shaven heads 
or bookies lined up, pads in hand 
and travellers with shirts open 
blouses, glimpses of skin 
and book-keepers 
smiling in shadow 
turning pages 
sharing secrets with silverfish 
and customers 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  17 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue17/capes.pdf 
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eager to be included, 
in a dance that leaves 
ink stains in a tango 
across the mind, eyes that blink back 
an assault of meaning, jokes or 
careless barbs 
and claims that simply 
cannot be true. 

Monash University 
mountain0ash@gmail.com

mailto:mountain0ash@gmail.com


Two Poems 

Elisabeth Hames-Brooks 

Cracked Mosaic 

Mosaic of dried mud, 
strangely beautiful like a crocodile�s back, 
dreaded nightmare heartache, 
the prostrate fatigue of a dry riverbed, 
the sky�s deafness to the earth�s heat throbs, 
thirst�s bitter cup. 

 

 

 

Both the Australian Federal Government and the Victorian State Government described 
the conditions facing farmers in October 2006 as “extraordinary circumstances.” Tradi-
tional rains of winter and spring had failed to arrive and there was the possibility of the 
worst drought on record. (The Age, 24 and 25 October 2006) 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  17 (2009).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue17/hames-brooks.pdf 
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Twig 

Twig, 
smooth, 
bleached, 
silvery white, 
death�s whisper, 
your vitality stolen 
tragically before time, 
debris by the water�s edge 
as the tides� rhythm pummels, 
entwined with nature�s toll song, 
one of countless ruthlessly clustered 
while life must continue unabated around, 
children will build castles and draw in the sand, 
and search for shells amongst seaweeds of red and lime, 
meander over ruby red flowers strewn close to shore�s edge 
and scamper up the wonderland undergrowth of the ocean dunes 
and their laugh will happily sound above the waves� roar along rocks 
but little stick my tear will remember your years of swaying in the breeze 
and whatever the name of the creative essence of Mother Nature�s poignancy, 
know that the tides� swirls have washed away a precious and loved part of myself. 

 

 

 

Written in empathy with those who lost a loved one in the Bali Bombings of 2005. 

Monash University 
Elisabeth.Hames-Brooks@adm.monash.edu.au
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