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The Possibility of Utopia



The Possibility of Utopia Patrick Mooney The concept "Utopia" has been an idea dreamt of by humans for millennia. In his editorial for the September 1983 issue of Isaac Asimov's Science Fiction Magazine, editor Isaac Asimov provided a concise history of utopian literature. According to Asimov, the history of utopian literature began with religious tales of past golden ages or future paradises. (Asimov gives the examples of the Genesis story of creation and expulsion from the Garden of Eden as an example of the first and the eleventh chapter of Isaiah, which contains the famous line "the lion shall lay down with the calf," as an example of the second.) Utopian literature was first presented in a more scientifically designed (as opposed to Edenic or messianic) form by Plato, with The Republic. Utopian literature was mostly neglected until the 16th century, when Sir Thomas More published his novel Utopia. Utopian literature continued to be produced, but took a new form in the 19th century, when it became possible, through the rapid advance in technological and other scientific knowledge, to imagine a society, as Asimov puts it, in which "scientific and technological advance might impose a Utopia from without, so to speak." Asimov explains, "In other words, while human beings remain as irrational and imperfect as ever, the advance of science might supply plenty of food, cure disease and mental ailments, track down and abort irrational impulses, and so on. A perfect technology would cancel out an imperfect humanity." (Asimov 6-7) The human dream of Utopia is a dream of a world in some aspect of what is designated as the ultimate "good," whether for an individual human being or for society as a whole, is advanced to the farthest possible point. What an individual author or thinker designates "good," and how this good is advanced, is a subject of contention among individual authors. Asimov also describes a more modern offshoot of the Utopian genre, the dystopian novel. Asimov claims that this method of "attacking societies in a more direct fashion," as he puts it, arose because the more indirect Utopian satiric file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (1 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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novels are, "by their very nature, dreadfully dull." (Although this seems to be a position which could be argued against, Asimov offers no evidence to support it.) Asimov claims that dystopian novels are "intrinsically more interesting than Utopias," and, hence, better tools for attacking evils in a particular society. (Asimov 7-8) The prefix "dys-" means "abnormal" or "defective" in Greek. (Asimov 8) So, the dystopian horror is that something designated as "bad" by a particular author may find its ultimate expression in a particular society. In modern novels, this usually, in some way, involves the use of science or technology as contributing to this ultimate "evil." (Asimov 9) To examine the possibility of an actual Utopian society existing, then, one must also examine the possibility of the existence of an actual dystopian society. If Utopia is to be achieved, dystopia must, of necessity, be avoided. The possibilities of dystopia, in their many various forms, have been examined by many highly talented authors and intelligent thinkers. Most of the dystopian novels we have considered this term seem to consider two factors vitally important in the bringing-forth (as Heidegger might term it) of those factors which bring about the degradation of humanity which so frequently occurs in dystopian novels. (The notable exception to this rule is Walter M. Miller's novel A Canticle for Leibowitz, which will be considered later in this paper.) The first is some sort of reduction in the value of individual human beings. The second is a large degree of control over the mental processes of these individuals. The first is accomplished in several ways in these dystopian novels. In 1984 and We, human beings are assigned numbers. Rather than an individual name, which is a word-symbol pointing either to an actual human in history or to a concrete idea (or both), an individual is reduced to a quantum in a social system who is completely exchangeable for any other quantum. A name is a badge of individuality. The name "Brian" means "strong" in Gaelic. The name "Paul" file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (2 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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recalls one of the Apostles of the Jewish revolutionary Jesus Christ. On the other hand, when an individual is referred to by number (as, for instance, D-503, the narrator of We), this failure to recognize the uniqueness creates the idea that an individual is simply a cog in the social machine, which can easily be replaced. The number D-503 may refer to a specific individual, but it does not connote a particular meaning; there is no recognition that D-503 is essentially different from D-502 or I-330. It is interesting to note that individuals are referred to as "Numbers" in We, which supports the idea that an individual is identical to the number assigned to him. In 1984, individuals are also referred to by number, but they also have names, a condition which is not true in We. Winston Smith, the protagonist of 1984, is referred to by the telescreen as "6079 Smith W" during his requisite morning physical exercises, for example. But the reduction in the value of individual humans is accomplished in other ways in 1984 than simply through the assigning of numbers to individual humans. For instance, individuals sometimes simply disappear; they become "unpersons," in Orwell's language of Newspeak. All references to that person are removed from records; even a mention of the person is frowned upon. It is as if the individual had simply never existed. What could possibly be more degrading to the value of an individual than for that individual to have never even existed? The control over the mental processes of individuals is also accomplished in various ways throughout the dystopian novels we have read. In Huxley's Brave New World, the mental processes of individuals are controlled through immediate satisfaction of the drives that the individual feels. (To pick two examples, almost at random, Lenina Crowe is puzzled and worried when Bernard Marx does not attempt to have sex with her when they go out on a date, and anyone who is depressed and feels a desire to be happy can take soma to immediately overcome her depression.) This gives the individual very little chance to develop as an individual, since it gives the individual no chance to develop processes for overcoming obstacles. In other words, it does not allow individuals to mature as human beings, since there are no challenges for individuals to surmount. To file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (3 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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rephrase this in Nietzschean terms, immediate gratification of every impulse denies an individual the ability to express his Will to Power in more sublime forms. In 1984, the party has complete control over all publications and can so alter history, at least as far as the public record is concerned and in the minds of every member of society. To further enhance their control over the minds of every individual, the Party insists that each person who is a Party member develop and use the ability to doublethink, or be able to hold two contradictory opinions at the same time, believing either or both as needed for the furtherance of Party needs. The method of control over individual minds in Bradbury's Fahrenheit 451 is similar to the type of mental control enforced on individuals in Brave New World, but with a crucial difference: Rather than the enforced shallowness of character coming from the government (from above, as it were), the shallowness of ideas is initiated by individuals, and the government is made an agent of popular opinion. People no longer wish to be concerned with the ideas contained in books, or with issues in general, and so books are burned and issues ignored. Thought and the striving for human excellence are ignored in favor of complacency. Any idea which might, conceivably, offend anyone is eliminated. As Captain Beatty says, Now let's take the minorities in our civilization, shall we? Bigger the population, the more minorities. Don't step on the toes of the dog lovers, the cat lovers, doctors, lawyers, merchants, chiefs, Mormons, Baptists, Unitarians, second-generation Chinese, Swedes, Italians, Germans, Texans, Brooklynites, Irishmen, people from Oregon or Mexico. The people in this book, this play, this TV serial are not meant to represent any actual painters, cartographers, mechanics anywhere. The bigger your market, Montag [the main character of the work], the less you handle controversy, remember that! All the minor minor minorities with their navels to be kept clean. Authors, full of evil plots, lock up your typewriters. (Bradbury 57) Beatty concludes, "And they did." (57) The crucial difference, then, between file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (4 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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Huxley's vision of immediate gratification of desires and Bradbury's simplification of ideas is that for Huxley, the social structure is imposed by the government, by the World Controllers; for Bradbury, it is imposed upon the government by society. The common themes uniting most of the dystopian works we have read this term, then, are the devaluation of the individual and the controlling of the individual's thought processes so as to keep individuals from realizing that there are important issues in life to be considered. The first can be done by promoting the idea that all individuals are interchangeable, as in We, which erases the difference between those individuals, or through other means, such as causing individuals to simply disappear, as in 1984. The second can be accomplished by simply sating every drive as it arises, without allowing that drive to be redirected, as in Huxley's Brave New World, or by controlling the ideas to which individuals have access, as in Fahrenheit 451 and 1984. A Canticle for Leibowitz expresses very different concerns with the development of society than do the other dystopian works we have considered this term. Leibowitz is an extraordinarily enjoyable novel about the cycles of history, but it seems that the central concern for Miller is that, in modern society, technological and scientific development is divorced from wisdom and ethics. This is shown, for example, in the second part of the novel, where Thon Taddeo conducts scientific and technological research, which, although esoteric (for the time), also has a direct application to weapons technology. And despite the fact that Taddeo's cousin is an illiterate emperor reminiscent of England's Henry VIII, Taddeo fails to see that the knowledge he discovers will be utilized in the future by others like his cousin. Taddeo considers himself only a researcher, for whom ethics is not a consideration: knowledge and ethics are divorced, and a researcher considers only knowledge. The questions of ethics, for Taddeo, are for those who would apply the results of the research. This point is driven home even more strongly in the third part of the novel. When a nuclear weapon is discharged, the code phrase used by the media is "Lucifer has file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (5 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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fallen." This phrase recalls several biblical verses, most notably Isaiah 14:12. This verse says, "How art thou fallen from Heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning!" For the ancient Babylonians, Lucifer was the morning star god, the herald of the sun. Symbolically, he was the bringer of knowledge. (Walker 291) But knowledge, without wisdom, can lead only to a fall for humankind, and this is what happens, over and over, in Leibowitz. Pride was the central sin for Lucifer: verse 13 of Isaiah continues, "For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven I will exalt my throne above the stars of God. . . . " Knowledge, without wisdom (or Lucifer, without Minerva) will always fall, because pure knowledge leads only to pride. This theme, then, we must also keep in mind when considering the possibility of avoiding a dystopian society. The Utopian novels we have read this term also seem to me to have problems, however, as means for the creation of an ideal society. Skinner's Walden Two seems to be the easiest to deal with, so I will first turn to that work. Walden Two is a community of people who work to eliminate all difficulty from their own lives. All of the difficulties, however, are removed by manipulating human desires and motivations. As a behaviorist, Skinner denies that there is any such thing as human freedom. (A title of a nonfiction book by Skinner is Beyond Freedom and Dignity.) It may be argued that the vast majority of humanity, if they do have any sort of freedom, do not make use of it; that most people are manipulated by market-driven forces and are simply subjects of the consumerist society in which we live. However, it does not necessarily follow that human freedom is, therefore, a complete myth. It seems to me that it is possible to develop an individuality by resisting the rampant consumerism which pervades our society. It seems that Skinner advocates the same processes which Huxley criticizes in Brave New World: he believes that humans should be manipulated to increase their happiness, so that the "terrible burden of freedom" to which Dostoevsky's Grand Inquisitor refers is not a burden that individuals have to accept. Therefore, although Walden Two purports to describe a Utopian society, I think that it describes more of a dystopian one, although it is certainly a more insidious and subtle dystopia than any of the others we considered this term. file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (6 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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To be fair to Skinner, there are dissimilarities between Huxley's Brave New World and his community of Walden Two. When Skinner's mouthpiece, Frazier, is accused of placing subconscious suggestions in the minds of his colonists (what Huxley refers to as "hypnopaedia"), he replies that Walden Two "isn't that kind of brave new world. We don't propagandize." (Skinner 53) However, it seems that, were Frazier to think it would be ultimately beneficial, hypnopaedic suggestion would be used; it is more simple to adjust people's preferences by adjusting the desirability of things through more scientific means. Hilton's Lost Horizon also portrays what may seem to be, to some, an ideal society. However, a central idea of Hilton's work is untenable for a real-world Utopian society: Given the current state of science and technology, people cannot be made to live for over two hundred years. More central, however, is the fact that those who live in the lamasery in the Tibetan mountains simply accumulate knowledge and live what is, in general, a reflective life. The reflective life offers opportunities for self-knowledge, but it is not, it seems to me, sufficient unto itself. Knowledge without a purpose seems rather pointless; what would we do with knowledge for the sake of knowledge? For Hilton, it seems that only knowledge dissociated from passion allows us to become more fully human, but I think that the passions, when properly directed, are some of the things that give meaning to life. It is true that the passions can cause individuals a great deal of pain--but they can also give human beings a great deal of pleasure. I think that a complete lack of passions is, at best, an unwillingness to risk complacency for a possible payoff. Finally, Aldous Huxley's Island is perhaps the best example that we read this term of a possible real-world Utopia. The only objection I had to this book was that the development of individuals was the concern of the government for Huxley--for instance, in describing the economic system the government has set up in Pala, Dr. Robert says that "in Pala maximum efficiency isn't the categorical imperative it is with you. You think first of getting the biggest possible output in the shortest time. We think first of human beings and their satisfactions." (Island 151) If the file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (7 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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government concerns itself with the development of individual human beings, it seems to me, then those human beings are not forced to develop themselves. In other words, like in Brave New World, individuals are not forced to develop, for themselves, methods for overcoming obstacles--they rarely, if ever, have to develop their personal strength past a certain point. What, then, are we left with? What does it take to develop a Utopian society? First, as I mentioned previously, to achieve a Utopian society, we must first avoid a dystopian society. Returning again to the common threads of Dystopian literature that we have read over the course of the term, it follows that we must avoid degrading the value of individual human beings, especially by creating the idea that these human beings are simply cogs in a social machine, and that we must, rather than controlling information, give the individuals in a society freedom to access information as they please. The freedom to access information does not, of course, mean that all, or even many, individuals will develop their personal freedom. But at the least, it gives those individuals who wish to do so may have a chance to develop this aspect of their personalities. It seems, then, that there is no way to produce a Utopian society "from without," as Isaac Asimov said. Individuals can develop their own Utopias, a personal island in the face of the Essential Horror (as Huxley's journalist Will Farnaby termed it in Island). The governments under which a person lives may not be able to develop a Utopia from without, but they can certainly produce a dystopia from without. It is, therefore, essential that governments be limited in their powers; historically, every government which has existed in the Western world has attempted to increase its size and power, and this can occur only at the expense of individual autonomy. Asimov concludes his editorial "Nowhere!" with a discussion of the difficulties file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (8 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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involved in writing Utopian and dystopian literature. He discusses the various considerations an author must face in order to make the story interesting and to keep the readers interested. Although the considerations of a writer attempting to create a captivating story and the concerns of an individual searching for a personal Utopia will be vastly different, Asimov's final line seems that it would apply equally well to both: "I don't say this is easy, of course." How true. But without the making the attempt, we have no chance of achieving the goal. References Asimov, Isaac. "Editorial: Nowhere!" in Isaac Asimov's Science Fiction Magazine, September 1983. Bradbury, Ray. Fahrenheit 451. New York: Del Rey, 1982. Dostoevsky, Fyodor. The Brothers Karamazov. New York: Bantam, 1981. Hilton, James. Lost Horizon. New York: Pocket Books, 1960. Huxley, Aldous. Brave New World. New York: Harper & Row, 1969. Huxley, Aldous. Island. New York: Harper & Row, 1989. Kaufmann, Walter. Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, Fourth Edition. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1974. Miller, Walter M., Jr. A Canticle for Leibowitz. New York: Bantam, file:///Macintosh%20HD/Desktop%20Folder/The%20Possibility%20of%20Utopia.htm (9 of 10) [10/21/2005 12:39:46 AM]
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1976. Orwell, George (pen name of Eric Blair). 1984. New York: Plume, 1983. Skinner, B.F. Walden Two. New York: Macmillian, 1972. Walker, Barbara G. "Lucifer" in The Woman's Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets. Zamyatin, Yavgeny. We. Trans. Clarence Brown. New York: Penguin, 1983.
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