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In memory of Lynn Williams, who introduced me to Utopia.
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Not So Blind Hope: An Introduction

Thomas J. Morrissey

“Dreams come in the day as well as at night.”
—Ernst Bloch
A Philosophy of the Future (86)

“September 11,” “Al Qaeda,” “Osama bin Laden,” “anthrax,” “Iraq,” “weapons
of mass destruction”: these are terms that either have become familiar or have
taken on new meaning since attendees at the Twentieth International Conference
on the Fantastic in the Arts explored utopia in 1999. For us who live in the far
north, Ft. Lauderdale in March approaches utopia: nothing like an eighty-degree
rise in temperature or the temporary replacement of snow-blinding landscape
with eye-soothing green to make one believe in alternate realities. But as we
flew to and from this extraordinary exploratory meeting of academicians,
writers, editors, and artists, we could not know how different and traumatic air
travel and much else would become just two and a half years later. We could
not foresee the fall of the Twin Towers, the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, and
whatever horrors have plagued humanity since the writing of this Introduction.
Younger conference participants could certainly recall the bombing of the
Oklahoma City Federal Building, genocide in Rwanda, or the Tiananmen Square
massacre. Many of us were old enough to remember the murders of the
Kennedys and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Cuban Missile Crisis. A
smaller number could remember the initial revelation of the Holocaust or the
spirit-killing deprivation of the Great Depression. No one present would have
had first-hand experience with the Black Death, Genghis Khan, the fall of Troy,
Knossos or a thousand other ancient cities, or the bitter last gasp of the most
recent Ice Age that nearly finished off our species some 70,000 years ago. And
Chicxulub—well, let’s not go there. But we all knew that things like these have
happened.
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Neither the events of 9/11 nor the plethora of natural and self-inflicted
disasters that preceded them have stopped the dreaming of better realities that
probably began with the first beings who could be called genetically fully
human. Why did those early people who braved the darkness to mount
precarious scaffolds to paint the cave walls of the Pyranese undertake such a
costly venture? Were they trying to appeal to a higher authority that could make
their world more manageable? Were they practicing magic in the hope of taking
control of nature? Or were they just dreaming?

We will never have definitive answers to these questions, but we do
know that envisioning better, or at least different, worlds—whether in this world
or the next, whether on this world or on others, whether in our time or some
other, whether in plans for revolution or in philosophical and psychological
musings, whether in serious works or comic spoofs—seems to be a more or less
permanent human pursuit. There is, it seems to me, a path, however circuitous,
connecting the caves of Lascaux and Zhoukoudian to the vatic vaults at Delphi
and Cumae, to the recesses of Qumran that housed the mysterious Essenes and
their Dead Sea Scrolls, to Plato’s cave of hopeful allegory, all the way to the
imaginary icy caverns of Coleridge’s Xanadu and Kim Stanley Robinson’s south
pole of Mars. The utopian impulse would seem to be very real and very strong;
however, whether that impulse is part of what it is to be human or simply the
repeated manifestation of people’s responses to their surroundings has been
debated by scholars and worked over in utopian fiction. I tend to agree with
Ruth Levitas that “utopia is a social construct which arises not from a ‘natural’
impulse subject to social mediation, but as a socially constructed response to an
equally socially constructed gap between the needs and wants generated by a
particular society and the satisfactions available to and distributed by it” (182—
183). So, Lt. Commander Data (may he rest in pieces) would not need to feel
impulsively utopian in order to achieve his positronic brain’s desire. It would be
a much easier thing for him to analyze any lingering imperfections in the
socially constructed institutions that govern his being, Star Fleet and the
Federation.

Of course, the human mind has conjured orgies of destruction too that
have given utopians and dystopians plenty to which to respond. We have had
our caves of death, such as those in the Pacific Theater in World War II and
Afghanistan’s Tora Bora region. But most of what we have done to ourselves
has taken place right out in the open—the bloody battles, death camps, rape and
pillage, enslavement, colonization, and murder that make some of us question
whether our genes doom us to self—destruction. At the end of the early Star Trek
episode “Arena,” Captain Kirk says to Spock, “We’re a very promising species,
as predators go. Did you know that, Mr. Spock?” To which the half Vulcan
responds, “I’ve frequently had my doubts.” So have we all.

Collectively and repeatedly, we have displayed the pride of Ramses II
or Ozymandias. Smug self-satisfaction is a primal enemy of utopia, for it
assumes that in what Ernst Bloch calls the “Not-Yet,” utopians will have
nothing better to do than to fix their uncritical and adoring gaze on the
monuments of the past. Nothing could be farther from the truth, for until utopia
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is realized it cannot be fully conceptualized, nor can the perspective of the
utopian be accurately or fully imagined. In his cogent explanation of Bloch,
Carl Freedman puts it this way:

Utopia can never be fixed in the perspective of the present, because it exits, to a
considerable degree, in the dimension of futurity; not, however, in the future as the latter
is imagined by mere chronological forecasting, or in mechanistic and philistine notions of
bourgeois “progress,” but rather as the future is the object of hope, of our deepest and
most radical longings. These are longings that can never be satisfied by the fulfillment of
any individual wish (say, for personal wealth) but that demand, rather, a revolutionary
reconfiguration of the world as a totality. Utopian hope or longing, in other words,
possesses an inherently collective character and at bottom has nothing to do with
individualist impulses like greed. (64)

Hope is the magic ingredient that informs and vitalizes Levitas’s ‘“socially
constructed response.”  Aeschylus knew this 2,500 years ago when he wrote
these lines for Prometheus: “I caused mortals to cease foreseeing doom” and “I
placed in them blind hopes” (211). Without critique or response, why would we
expect the future to be any better than the present? Without hope, why would
we imagine a new day, and how could we appreciate the joyful audacity of the
speaker of Yeats’s “Lapis Lazuli,” who, fully aware of the range of human
suffering, tells us that “All things fall and are built again,/And those that build
them again are gay” (292)? It is a gift of the utopian imagination and a
testament to those who have put their lives on the line for social change in the
“real” world that some of those building current utopian visions are, in fact,
gay—and lesbian too, as Lyman Tower Sargent tells us (343).

In addition to entering caves to paint pictures or plot murder, we are
also very fond of storytelling. What we think the world is, is becoming, or
should be; what we think we are, were, or will be; what we think our stories are,
or what they tell us, or what they do—these are conscious and unconscious
attributes of the stories we have been telling each other since communication
began, or so I imagine. But for our purposes here, we are inviting you to read
about our contributors’ views on works which are generally recognized to be
examples of or commentaries on the utopian project that began when Thomas
More simultaneously invented and named a genre in 1516 and thereby set in
motion an undertaking—utopianism—that, according to Sargent, “is not merely
alive and well but flourishing” as the new century begins (343).

Despite the protections More builds around his person, his Utropia
condemns the injustices of his society and invites his readers to make an
imaginative leap of faith so that they might behold a new world. The lens More
uses is Christian, and we must not forget that he would one day be martyred for
his adherence to some pretty conservative principles. Fearing both the masses
and the king, More wrote in Latin; hence, his critique of the corruption of his
nation and time was accessible to but a small number of well-educated people,
usually men, many of whom might have agreed with him but who were not
likely to take up arms or cobblestones to bring about Christian communism.
Writing in the lingua franca of the elite affords More a freedom to criticize that
he could not have had writing in the vernacular. More further insulates himself
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from the revolutionary thrust of his travelogue by filtering the criticisms of
persons and institutions through Raphael Hythloday. Despite this distancing, the
program of his fictional traveler is unabashedly radical; Raphael says simply and
forthrightly, “Thus I am wholly convinced that unless private property is entirely
done away with, there can be no fair distribution of goods, nor can mankind be
happily governed” (31). This sentiment has, perhaps, different connotations for
us, since we have seen nearly 500 years of capitalist evolution and many
responses to it, most notably those of Marx and Engels. But the central problem
for Raphael’s auditors is essentially the same failure of imagination that makes it
hard for people to transcend their localized situations and imagine the Not-Yet.
More the author describes Raphael’s response to the skepticism about utopian
achievements expressed by More the character in the book when he writes, “ ‘I
am not surprised,” said Raphael, ‘that you think of it in this way, since you have
no idea, or only a false idea, of such a state” 7 (32).

More and his successors are now available to pretty much anyone who
wants to read them, and the wellsprings of hope are still gushing. Since his day
the world has enjoyed a vast array of visionary social critiques, but it has also
endured unspeakable misery at the hands of those who would use force to
impose on others their warped conceptions of utopia or those who would stop at
nothing to defend the status quo and ideological hegemony. I do not mean to
suggest that utopian thinking is necessarily dangerous, for ever since as a
teenager I read Aldous Huxley’s Island, 1 have spent much of my time thinking
utopian thoughts and, to some small but personally satisfying extent, trying to
effect their implementation. Utopian dreaming must not be lost in the day-to-
day mess of the world.

More’s Utopia is not science fiction and neither are quite a number of
contributions to the utopian project, including Huxley’s Island and some of the
works discussed by the contributors to this volume. However, the scientific
revolution that began in More’s century has changed the world in ways that he
and his contemporaries could never have imagined. Since Mary Shelley
invented science fiction with Frankenstein in 1818, utopianism and science
fiction have had a fruitful relationship. It is not hard for some to dismiss as
lightweight, unacceptably fantastic, or noncanonical utopian writing or science
fiction, but they do so at their own peril. Science and technology do not govern
our world, but those who determine their use do, and science fiction, as the
natural heir to prescience utopianism and as the crucible in which so much
contemporary critique is forged, is just as “subversive a genre” (86) as Carl
Freedman has claimed. It is often contemporary science fiction that utopian
dreams and dystopian nightmares are finding such exciting expression. Patrick
Parrinder writes that the coupling of science fiction and utopia is timely and
fortuitous:

It stresses science fiction’s commitment to visions of human transformation and credits it
with an inherent—though frequently fragile, ambivalent, and compromised—potential for
political radicalism. To yoke science fiction and utopia together is also to direct scrutiny
on the word science in science fiction: why science? What effect do scientific
perspectives have on utopian speculation? (2)
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The fantastic in literature is certainly not limited to science fiction, but
contemporary utopian fiction writers do tend to favor this route to the Not-Yet.
Paul Kincaid writes, “What we are actually doing when we read science fiction
is allowing ourselves to be mystified” (81). Could there be a better way to be
transported toward the Not-Yet?

The chapters in this book grew out of presentations at the Twentieth
Annual Conference on the Fantastic in the Arts. Their authors have had a
chance to refine their ideas, so that we can now give you a book that asks some
of the key questions that need constant and ongoing asking. We have grouped
the chapters thus: (1) the why and where of utopia (2) reactions to hegemonic
mechanization (3) the postcolonial Other in utopia (4) the question of hope and
(5) thinking and doing utopia.

Thomas More was a polyglot punster: “Utopia” is eutopos, “the good
place,” or ou topos, “no place.” Any utopian projection can be either or both of
these or, in the case of dystopias, their opposites. More probably was not
thinking of future theorists when he coined this particular neologism, but he
certainly gave those who came after a lot to think and write about. How do we
know if we have found eutopia and where are we when we do? The two largely
theoretical chapters that introduce the book can give our readers a glimpse into
some of the complications that bedevil utopianism. Roger C. Schlobin and John
C. Hawley look at utopia from complementary perspectives. Schlobin searches
the criteria that determine eutopia and dystopia. He tells us that “individuality,
whether exalted or thwarted, is central to both utopias and dystopias.” His
chapter explores, among other things, personal freedom and will and the extent
to which a work can be said to be utopian or dystopian by virtue of how much
control it affords the individual. He surveys eighteen works, several of which
are discussed in greater detail elsewhere in this volume, and he exposes the
thinking of a number of the most important utopian theorists. The advent of the
truly efficient totalitarian state in the mid-twentieth century and the emergence
of powerful multinational corporations toward century’s close lend great
urgency to this issue. Hawley interrogates the spatial and temporal loci of
utopia and discusses eloquently the open-endedness of anti-utopia, the utopian
projection that cannot reach closure. A character who travels to utopia—and by
extension the readers who share the journey—is never the same upon his or her
return but must nonetheless function in a less-than-perfect environment. This
cognitive dissonance underscores the richness of More’s pun; is the eutopia that
was visited outopia or could we reach it one day?

What happens when the greedy leaders of More’s England get their
hands on advanced technology and can shape society to their own selfish
purposes? Answer: we get the present. The concentration of wealth in the
hands of a few that results from and perpetuates their control of the means of
production and communication is a real and present barrier to utopia. The next
five chapters explore responses to these phenomena of postmodern life. Donald
E. Morse begins with a penetrating look at Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.’s Player Piano, a
novel that he sees as the author’s call for a society ruled by free citizens rather than
by machines created by those who would enslave us all. Jeanne Beckwith is the
only contributor to write about a dramatist’s reaction to a world not much
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different from the one in Player Piano. She sees Mamet’s The Water Engine as
a subversion of the “edisonade” and as an expose of the big lie of materialist
culture. Both Morse and Beckwith are, in effect, writing about critiques of what
Thab Hassan has called “GRIM,” or the “Great Rumbling Ideological Machine”
(22). Harlan Ellison’s Ticktockman can stop one’s heart; Hassan’s GRIM can
stuff one’s head. Either way, the dominant culture is pervasive and cunningly
persuasive. Political scientist Carl Swidorski explores the Marxist dimensions
of Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy. Whether the Not-Yet is fully realized
in Blue Mars, Robinson’s novels take us through a series of Martian revolutions
aimed at eradicating on that planet the barriers to true human freedom that are so
entrenched on Earth. Mars has figured prominently in utopian projections,
including, among others, Weinbaum’s “A Martian Odyssey,” Bradbury’s The
Martian Chronicles, Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, Bear’s Moving
Mars, and the film Total Recall, so it is fortunate that we have an incisive
reading of one of the most overtly political works in the Martian/Utopian
megatext.

The scientific revolution that began in sixteenth-century Europe and
which has ever since picked up steam, electricity, and nuclear fission has made
the contemporary world both possible and impossible. In her fast-paced chapter,
“Women and Mad Science: Women as Witnesses to the Scientific Re-creation
of Humanity,” Cherilyn Lacy explores via The X-Files and Frankenstein
scientific ethics, or the lack thereof. Her central thesis is “that since the very
outset of the Scientific Revolution, Western conceptions of science have
frequently relied upon gendered metaphors that characterize science as a
masculine enterprise that manipulates Nature and coerces her secrets out of
her.” Moving from biology to computer science, Dennis M. Weiss probes the
work of William Gibson to ask what the digital cosmos offers us where we
might fit in it. Weiss’s chapter is important reading at a time when identity theft
and cyber surveillance have emerged not only as potential enemies of utopia but
as real, everyday dystopian nightmares. Consider this report from computer
scientist Neil Gershenfeld concerning a startling near-future invention and try to
decide if it is utopian or dystopian:

We have made prototypes of a computer that fits in a shoe and is designed to recover
energy from walking, so it wouldn’t need batteries. By manipulating tiny voltage
changes receivers in different parts of the body, we can turn the body into a network
capable of transmitting data. So you could shake someone’s hand, transmit data from
your shoe computer, or exchange electronic business cards. (“Discover Dialog” 14)

Computer technology, like all technology, is not just a tool. As Michael Philips
explains, “our technology does not simply constitute an environment within
which we act; it also constitutes an important and increasingly pervasive domain
of action” (297). How do we separate the dancer from the digital dance? Weiss
asserts that William Gibson’s work is ambivalent on the subject of our cyber
future.  The playfulness of such contemporary cyber explorers as Neal
Stephenson and Jeff Noon would suggest that cyber utopian writing can still
imagine multiple gates to the future.
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Ernst Bloch ends his 1963 book A Philosophy of the Future with this
vision of a global quest: “In all its revolutions, the Western concept of progress
has never implied a European (and of course not an Asiatic or African)
vanguard, but a better Earth for all men” (141). This might seem like a shocking
statement to some since it is likely to evoke the nineteenth century’s myth of
progress so artfully debunked by H. G. Wells in The Time Machine and The War
of the Worlds. Among this myth’s pernicious offspring are the legacy of Social
Darwinism and the Scramble for Africa. Bloch’s idea of progress is the
humanity-saving hope associated with social visionaries such as Marx: “The
meaning of human history already there from the start is the building of the
commonwealth of freedom” (139). In the four decades since this book,
however, it has become painfully clear that the colonial hangover is not about to
go away and that utopian progress in the former colonies faces huge obstacles.
The crushing international debt of poor countries that owe their poverty to their
creditors; the destruction of traditional ways of life, including land use and
agricultural practices; the not-so-benign neglect of suffering, whether violence
inflicted by the corrupt heirs to colonial government or the social dislocation
brought about by AIDS are all part of the legacy of colonialism as manifested in
the discouraging realities of contemporary geopolitics. Then, there is the
question of alterity and the extent to which the invaders still occupy part of the
minds of their former subjects. This kind of deep psychological colonization is
important to the utopian project in a diverse world, and it is well suited to
science fictional interrogation.

Two chapters in our volume address postcolonial issues. Bill
Clemente’s treatment of Suzy McKee Charnas’s Alldera novels stresses the near
impossibility of reconciliation when a power-mad industrial society engages in
the radical dehumanization of the Other, in this case women. Both colonizer
and colonized are damaged, and Charnas’s Free Ferns and horse women face a
problem that is all too familiar in our world: “the patterns of power their history
taught them weave a tight web of behavior not easily unraveled.” Lynn F.
Williams and Martha Bartter elucidate the painful case of Kirinyaga, the space
colony started by traditional Kikuyus, where the white man’s ways and wares
are rejected at almost any cost. A desire for stasis and separatism is not
uncommon in the utopian canon, but in this novel the issues are flavored by
postcolonial backlash. Although it is true that the space colony is not Kenya and
that its leader, the mundumugu Koriba, himself rails against the damage that
Europeans have wrought, Koriba’s radical and unyielding utopianism seems to
be infected with same malady that Leela Gandhi attributes to the formerly
colonized: “we might conclude that the postcolonial dream of discontinuity is
ultimately vulnerable to the infectious residue of its own unconsidered and
unresolved past. Its convalescence is unnecessarily prolonged on account of its
refusal to remem-ber and recognise its continuity with the pernicious malaise of
colonialism” (7). What we were not able to do in this section because of the
array of essays available to us was to include genuine subaltern voices. In a
conversation about utopianism and science fiction recorded in the pages of
Foundation, Nalo Hopkinson comments, “I think the genre is mutating as people
from different communities claim space in it.” She specifically cites women,
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gays, and working-class writers, but she laments, “It’s still largely a North
American and European genre” (Burwell 46). She herself has claimed that
space in her own novels. Although we have included two fine chapters, we must
acknowledge that we would like to have been able to present more postcolonial
voices.

Does hope spring eternal in the human breast? Not in Robin Anne
Reid’s feminist reading of Sheri S. Tepper’s trilogies, books she feels advocate
reform at the most basic level: the human genetic code. Where are Arthur C.
Clarke’s Overlords or Octavia Butler’s Oankali when we need them? Speaking
of Butler, at the other pole, Oscar De Los Santos looks for iconic deliverance
from among the ruins of The Parable of the Sower and David Brin’s The
Postman. Salvation through the Earthseed philosophy and the Postal Service is
not as farfetched as it might sound: hang on to the Not-Yet with the help of
positive icons and you just might have a chance.

The last trio of chapters merge utopian thinking and action in the
dynamic processes of reader response. Tamara Wilson presents us with a kind
of ethnography of a class of students struggling with Tepper’s The Gate to
Women’s Country. Her essay is at once personal and academic as it recounts
how she and her students tried to come to terms with the horrors of the post-
nuclear environment in which the ruling women must wrestle with the most
fundamental ethical question that any leaders can face: how many sins must we
commit in order to guarantee happiness for the greatest number? Teaching
utopian literature often poses such challenges because students are often deeply
moved or troubled by what they read. Is this not the goal of teaching a genre the
essence of which is thinking out of the conventional box? Tepper’s novel is one
of three prominent examples of separatist feminist utopias from the 1980s
(Pamela Sargent’s The Shore of Women and Joan Slonczewski’s A Door Into
Ocean are the others), and we are glad to have one of them explored in this
volume.

Sharon Stevenson’s postmodern reading of three women novelists
treats their versions of impending dystopia as calls to action. Have we reached
the point at which the human failings that plagued the world of Thomas More
have become so out of control that the utopian project must be a bastion of hope
and resistance? The final chapter is Kelly Searsmith’s elegant recuperation of
romance tradition fantasy. When I began reading this chapter I wondered how it
could possibly make me rethink my assumptions about this genre, but soon I
found that my prejudices were unfounded and that even in unlikely places we
might find books that can inspire readers to consider “mutual definitions of what
is sacred, what contested, what inert, and what taboo.” Why that should have
come as a surprise to someone who has just coauthored a book on Pinocchio 1
don’t know, but it did. Searsmith gets to the heart of the power of art to per-
meate the consciousness.

Utopian writing is alive and well because it is important. It speaks
directly to readers who are seeking alternative visions of reality, new lenses with
which to focus an often blurry or dark world. It can also surprise readers who
didn’t think they were looking for anything but entertainment. Whether it
comes from reading such books or from combating the day-to-day stresses of a
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society that seems to so many people to have taken leave of its sensibilities,
everyone who has not bought into a packaged vision of reality faces (and I'm
sure even they do in moments of doubt) some version of the problem that Kelly
Searsmith succinctly describes in the closing chapter: “For Postmodern thinkers,
identity is not a coherent understanding of a whole, unique self that one works
toward; it is a negotiation of social constructs, a performance of social scripts, a
mediated and dynamic process of self-fashioning.” Thomas More looked at his
world and found it wanting, but that was not necessarily at odds with his
Christianity, as much as it might have offended his Humanism. In our world
ideological certainties are more and more being packaged for us and fed to us
through nearly every avenue of cultural transmission. Some may find Jack
Zipes’s description of postmodern to be a little harsh, but the sentiment he
expresses is at the heart of much of contemporary utopian/dystopian thought:

Total control of our natural and induced desires seems to offer hope. So it is no surprise
to me to see totalizing tendencies in all aspects of society. The totalitarian nature of the
former communist states in Eastern Europe and the Far East were vapid in comparison
with the capitalist conglomerates that penetrate our lives constantly in the name of
globalization, (xi—xii)

His Holiness the Dalai Lama says much the same thing from a very different
perspective, but one that should resonate with anyone who has been paying
attention to the developing machine metaphor in this introduction, when he
writes, “Modern industrial society often strikes me as being like a huge self-
propelled machine. Instead of human beings in charge, each individual is a tiny,
insignificant component with no choice but to move when the machine moves”
(8). While individuals are being disempowered, humans as a species are more
powerful and dangerous than at any other moment in history. We—no matter
who “we” includes—have the power to end the world; the future is literally in
our (or someone’s) hands. Can we avoid the abyss of destruction, escape the
cogs of the machine, maintain hope and look not to a GRIM future but a bright
one? That is the question that in one way or another inheres in every chapter in
this volume. Think about the various barriers to utopia that I have presented as
you read this comment from the Dalai Lama: “we need to take others’ feelings
into consideration, the basis for which is our inner capacity for empathy. And as
we transform this capacity into love and compassion, through guarding against
those factors that obstruct compassion and cultivating those conducive to it, so
our practice of ethics improves” (77). Can we imagine a utopia that is not
informed by ethical behavior? Are not compassion and empathy the bulwarks
against dystopia? Exactly where does each of us want to live today and
tomorrow? In a lyrical explanation of Ernst Bloch, Carl Freedman writes,
“Utopia is the homeland where no one has ever been but where alone we are
authentically at home” (65). We hope you are at home as you read these
fourteen authentic contributions to utopian thinking.
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Dark Shadows and Bright Lights:
Generators and Maintainers of Utopias and
Dystopias

Roger C. Schlobin

The search for the sources of utopias and dystopias—their generators and
maintainers—requires a consideration of others’ suggestions before arriving at
perhaps a simpler distillation of their bright and dark hearts. However, before
preceding even to that, it is important to observe that utopia is, almost certainly,
fantasy in its conception and realization, and dystopia science fiction, horror, or
reality in its. Richard Gerber, in Utopian Fantasy, observes that “utopian
creations tend to be fantastic because their civilizations are so unheard of that
they cannot be placed anywhere on earth without being wildly incongruous;
while, as soon as placed among the stars or in the future, they become even
more fantastic, because they are out of our reach of knowledge” (86). While
Brian Attebery disagrees and contends that “utopias attempt to show how
mankind could satisfy all needs, whereas fantasy, as Tolkien says, exists not to
satisfy desire but to awaken it” (8), the failures of real-world utopias, such as the
Ephrata Community, New Harmony, Brook Farm, and Oneida Community, and
the minor successes of religious communal societies, such as the Hutterites, do
seem to indicate that ideal worlds remain beyond human reach and, at their
essence, are fantasy, whether they pursue Isaac Asimov’s opposing Foundations
or Stephen R. Donaldson’s freedom from “despite.” Of course, in heroic fantasy,
the seductively languorous pleasant place is anathema to the hero (Schlobin,
“Locus” passim). Dystopia, the nightmare to utopia’s daydream, is very real and
constitutes mimetic literature, especially since the Holocaust.

For their inspirations, it seems appropriate to begin with someone like
H. G. Wells. He observed that “Throughout the ages the utopias reflect the
anxieties and the discontents amidst which they were produced. They are, so to
speak, shadows of light thrown by darkness” (119). Paul Ricoeur echoes Wells
and suggests that at “a time when everything is blocked by systems which have
failed but which cannot be beaten . . . utopia is our resource. It may be an
escape, but it is also the arm of critique. It may be that particular times call for
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utopias” (300). Beatriz de Alba-Koch’s examination of utopian novels in
nineteenth-century Mexico builds on Ricoeur’s unspecified “systems” to assert
that, during the Mexican civil strife from 1857 to 1871, “many Mexicans felt
that their society was ‘blocked’ and in need of utopias™ (17).

Given this discontent, emphasized in dystopias and alleviated in
utopias, it becomes difficult to specify the exact nature of inspiration, but there
are numerous attempts. Tom Moylan, drawing heavily on the theories of Ernst
Bloch, suggests utopias are “expressions of unfulfilled desire resisting the
limitations of the present system and breaking beyond with ‘figures of hope’ not
yet realized in our everyday lives” (“Locus” 165). This type of conflict has long
been outlined by the Marxist dialectic, but that has not prevented some from
trying to reinvent it under different titles and descriptions. Lyman Tower
Sargent asserts that dystopias, while not being anti-utopias, do recall a pleasant,
contrastive past (138). Moylan outlines further resurrections of thesis-antithesis
from Sgeren Baggeson and Hoda Zaki (“Global” 186). Christian Marouby calls
these the “paradigmatic oppositions” that distinguish savagery from civility
(150), such as “order/disorder; hierarchy/anarchy; teleological/repetitive time;
accumulation/consumption, etc.” (150). For Frederic Jameson, utopia is “a
symptom and reflex of historical change” and a reaction to culture (“Progress”
149).  Of course, the penultimate example of antithetical extremes existing
simultaneously is C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce (1945) although Hell is
hardly a dystopia in Judeo-Christian thought. In The Great Divorce, the
condemned and the saved occupy the same space with vastly different comfort
levels.

Another approach is that “the ideological and the utopian are
inextricably intertwined” as in Samuel Delany’s Triton (1976) and Star Trek
(Golumbia 91). Frederic Jameson more emphatically asserts the ideological
purpose of science in utopias (Seeds 77), an observation supported by N.I.C.E.
and its “head” in C. S. Lewis’s That Hideous Strength (1945) and numerous
other works.

In the postmodern and poststructural world, there is considerable
support and discussion of utopianism as a rebellion against elemental and
ideological tyrannies of gender and color with their socially oppressive
languages and symbols (Ketterer 97, Guerin 199). For example, Hélene
Cixous’s Le Nom d’Oedipo. Chant du corps interdit (1978—The Name of
Oedipus. Song of the Forbidden Body) and Christina Wolf’s retelling of the
Cassandra myth, Kassandra (1983) both describe intelligent and sensible
women who come into conflict with social norms and taboos so intensely that
“they are rendered mute” (Briigmann 41). Sally Gearheart’s The Wanderground
(1978) describes a female utopia arising when “the earth finally said ‘no’ ” to
men’s exploitation, viciousness (Fitting 103), and law, which parallels J. S.
Bradford’s much earlier Even a Worm (1936), in which the animal kingdom
raises up against all of humanity. Elizabeth Mahoney explains how women
challenge gender-inherited power and culture-specific power in Margaret
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Vlady Kociancich’s The Last Days
of William Shakespeare (1990), respectively (29-30), just as Christine Brooke-
Rose’s Out (1964) creates a world in which the “Coloured” are masters. While
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these examples may seem negative or exclusionary, that doesn’t mean that
postmodernists reject utopia. Tobin Siebers is much less specific about the
utopian goals of this era but that doesn’t blunt the desire: “Postmodernists, then,
are utopian not because they do not know what they want. They are utopian
because they know they want something else” (3). Further, Wilfred Guerin, in
exploring psychoanalytical feminism, observes, “French feminists who follow
Lacan, particularly Hélene Cixous, propose a utopian place, a primeval female
place which is free of symbolic order, sex roles, otherness, and the Law of the
Father and in which the self is still [?] with what Cixous calls the Voice of the
Mother. This place, with its Voice, is the source of all feminine power, Cixous
contends; to gain access to it is to find a source of immeasurable feminine
power” (204).

For David Ketterer, American society was a hoped-for utopia that has,
disappointingly, violated expectations and become a dystopia (23, 94); the
penultimate example of this is Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman
Brown.” Ketterer indicates that this explains the messianic impulse, the search
for a panacea, in Kurt Vonnegut’s novels, especially in Cat’s Cradle (1963)
(296), and Robert A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (1961). This
disillusionment with the American dream may also explain why an increasing
number of negative novels and films are set in California. Interestingly, Roger
Zelazny deconstructs this messiah or superman in Lord of Light (1967) with his
reluctant and quickly departed protagonist, Sam. Zelazny, also, demonstrates the
perils of world making in both Isle of the Dead (1969) and the Amber series
(1970-1991). Arthur C. Clarke demonstrates the irony of saviors in Childhood’s
End (1953). One of the more whimsical of utopian heroes is the dragon in Eden
Phillpotts’s The Lavender Dragon (1923). He steals peasants away to his own
antifeudalism village where they prosper, become self-sufficient, and ultimately
mourn when he, much in the manner of Beowulf, dies slaying an evil dragon
that threatens them. Not being an American might explain why J.R.R. Tolkien
never gets interested in messiahs at all, preferring that a gardener and an
obsessed outcast destroy Sauron’s potential dystopia.

In William Gibson’s cyberpunk trilogy—~Neuromancer (1984), Count
Zero (1986), and Mona Lisa Overdrive (1988)—the dystopian control is
supplied by international corporations and criminal organizations. They contend
with utopian revolutionaries for control of an information matrix that is the key
to economic and social control (Moylan, “Global” 187).

Another way that dystopia is inspired is through greed and its resultant
dehumanization. Harold Nicolson, in a contemporary review of Nineteen
Eighty-Four (1949), indicates dystopia is quick to follow those who allow their
“humanistic heritage to be submerged in a flood of Materialism” (Meyers 257).

Christian Marouby explains that only by perceiving themselves as the
deliverers of order to savages could the European’s justify colonialism (150-
152), yet another way one person’s utopia is another’s dystopia. Interestingly,
one of the contemporary reviews of Nineteen Eighty-Four, Frederic Warburg,
inadvertently stressed this when he observed that one of Orwell’s failures was
that “he nowhere indicates the way in which man, English man, becomes bereft
of his humanity” (Meyers 247, Warburg’s stress).
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Patrick Parrinder explores a body of work that develops physical
beauty through eugenics as the utopian goal and inspiration (1), seemingly
indicating that ugliness is dystopian.

Finally, the dystopian can be self-inflicted, as King Haggard and
Mommy Fortuna prove in Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn (1968) or as
numerous malcontents demonstrate in John Brunner’s “Traveler in Black” short
series (1971).

To summarize from this perhaps selective survey, dystopias and utopias
certainly pervade everywhere and can be produced by the following: reactions
to anxieties and discontent, suffering and pain, blocked and failed social
systems, tyrannical languages and symbols, oppression of gender and color,
dehumanization, loss of the “American dream,” science and machines,
materialism, antithetical cultures, ideologies, and colonialism. They can also be
produced by natural historical conflict and by the pursuit of human autonomy,
change, control of information, and beauty. Finally, they can be self-inflicted or
self-generated.

However, none of these eighteen seem to cut to the seminal impulse.
Eric S. Rabkin comes close when he suggests, using Ayn Rand’s Anthem (1946)
as an illustration, that the death of “I” is central to dystopia (5). The logical
assumption would be that the life of “I,” then, is central to utopias. Thus, all
dystopias “struggle with a paradox: individuality is messy, inefficient, harmful
to others, and often just as harmful and distressing to it possessor. Freedom is
necessary for individuality. Making man into a happy machine, however, robs
life of its sense of meaning. Freedom blights happiness for many people, but
insured happiness for the greatest number can only be achieved by abolishing
freedom” (Hume 111). This explains why the majority of the characters in the
television series The Prisoner (1967-1968) are happy in the Village, their gilded
cage, which appears to them to be utopia but is actually dystopia.

Certainly, individuality, whether exalted or thwarted, is central to both
utopias and dystopias. As a result, both deal with personal and collective history
in different ways. Marouby says that “It is a well known characteristic of
[seventeenth- and eighteenth-century] classical utopia that it has no history. A
static society artificially created once and for all in its perfect state, and for this
very reason impervious to change, utopia is fundamentally ahistorical” (159).
However, if utopias are visionary, his conclusion does not extend to nineteenth-
and twentieth-century examples. Of course, an immediate example of a
dystopia attempting to control the individual by controlling history, and
eliminating the past, is George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and its “double-
speak.” In contrast, and as further support for a utopian awareness of history,
Peter Fitting argues for self-awareness and for “utopian visions as a mobilizing
imagery in the struggle for a more human world because they help us to
articulate exactly what we are struggling for and what we understand by a
qualitatively different society” (101). Jack Zipes adds action to the mix when he
indicates “the fairy tale has always projected the possibility for human
autonomy and eros and proposed means to alter the world” (3). Finally, and if
only for comic relief, Kurt Vonnegut, in Player Piano, provides a definition of
self-realization and utopia as myopic as anyone’s. As Finnerty watches the
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aftermath of the luddites’ abortive rebellion against all machines, including their
foolish destruction of even the bakery and the sewage plant, he observes, “If
only it weren’t for the goddamned people . . . always getting tangled up in the
machinery. Ifit weren’t for them, earth would be an engineer’s paradise” (313).

The final clue for the actual essence of the utopian/dystopian is
provided by Thomas P. Dunn and Richard D. Erlich. They observe that human
triumph is not a foregone conclusion in

recent dystopias and in novels, films, and stories with strong dystopian elements. In such
works, the hive or machine or hive-machine becomes an important feature or the major
setting for the work. The hive or machine is the essential condition of human life. To
resist the hive or machine is to rebel against the entire social system, and, as often as not,
the protagonist is crushed, destroyed, or rendered trivial. In such worlds, the hive or
machine becomes the symbol for the things in human life that can render us helpless,
insignificant unhuman. This, we believe, is why so many recent dystopian or generally
pessimistic works stress images of containment and restricted movement, and why
allusions to insect societies are so frequent. And this, we believe, is why so many recent
works, dystopian and pessimistic, have a central theme in which the protagonist is
imprisoned, or bound, or allowed to walk free only on the condition of perpetual
surveillance or control. We find literal binding of the protagonist, or strong capture- and
containment-imagery, in every major work we have looked at (49).

There are those who believe such inescapable entombment, like Room
101 in the Ministry of Love in Nineteen Eighty-Four or the dentist’s chair at the
end of the film Brazil (1985), is the archetypal human phobia. It is not. Loss of
control is (which demonstrates that dystopia is a subset of horror—cf. Schlobin,
“Children”). Thus, utopias will always celebrate the power of individual will,
and dystopias will negate it. Their appeals, then, are sharing the wish fulfill-
ments of the enfranchised and empathizing with the nightmares of the disen-
franchised, respectively. Their inspirations are not the eighteen narrower ones
listed earlier, although they all point to variations of this essential characteristic.
Rather, in utopias, the inspirations are the perceived needs to exercise the will in
the reverie of the ideal world to escape or create in and, in dystopias, to mourn
or satirize the impotency of the will to free itself from the dark world.
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Mapping Utopia: Spatial and Temporal Sites
of Meaning

John C. Hawley

In classic imaginings of places that are pointedly Not Here (More’s Utopia
itself, Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, Butler’s Erewhon, Hilton’s Lost Horizon,
Hudson’s Green Mansions, Barrie’s Peter Pan) one could argue that such sites
are proposed specifically to provide a unique angle of vision on the society
against which they are “placed”: their rules for living are offered as implied
commentary on the (less acceptable) rules of the author’s home land. In such
worlds, the critique frequently enough casts the “real” world as a dystopia, one
that may or may not be open to improvement. A softer version of the critique
might be seen in works such as Thoreau’s Walden, Adams’s Watership Down,
and St. Augustine’s The City of God, with their implied suggestion that this
better world may, in some sense, be already present in front of our faces, had we
but eyes to see. The fault is in ourselves, so the message goes, and we are
offered hope that we may gain new eyes through a new way of seeing and, of
course, of being.

An observation that links these two spatial envisionings of utopia
would be that the effect that visiting such a place on the protagonist is, itself, of
major interest to the authors. More often than not, one returns a changed
individual, in some sense a better person but less able to accommodate oneself
to the world others consider “ordinary”; such afflicted individuals are con-
sequently less acceptable to those who never left home. It is a reversal of the
worldly adage, “How ya gonna keep ‘em down on the farm, after they’ve seen
Paree?”: after Swift’s protagonist visits the Houyhnhnms, the farm (or the
stable, at least) doesn’t look bad at all.

In various other utopian journeys, though, the trip is as much temporal
as it may be spatial. If [ may be permitted a neologism, we might more suitably
describe this literature as “uchronian” rather than utopian. Think, for example,
of Wells’s The Time Machine, Asimov’s I, Robot, Clarke’s Childhood’s End,
Bellamy’s Looking Backward, Woolf’s Orlando, various Kurt Vonnegut novels,
innumerable Star Trek episodes. Some novels, like Rider Haggard’s She,
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combine the spatial and temporal defamiliarization apparently to transgress the
rules of both (only to fall back into a rather stodgy late Victorian sense of the
dangers of a woman not knowing her place): Ayesha (“she who must be
obeyed”) significantly claims that “[her] empire is of the imagination” (175). It
is interesting to observe that the temporal fantasies are arguably, as often as not,
dystopic as they look to the future; they are immobilizing as they look to the
past, since one dare not disturb the time line—everything connects, everything
depends, and in these stories the ethical demands of assassinating a Hitler
usually get portrayed much like the hubris of a Faust or a Dr. Frankenstein. The
reader learns that the devil one knows may be preferable to the one our
intervention could release.

In fact, for all the reforming impulse that one expects in utopian
writing, at its heart is often conservative, sometimes paranoid, sometimes a self-
indulgent whistling past the graveyard. In some cases, like Baum’s The Wizard
of Oz, we may be asked to conclude rather comfortingly that “there’s no place
like home”—and that, for all its fantastic amusement, those strange places that
divert us for awhile are really the things of children, phases that one must pass
through before seriously grappling with the nitty gritty responsibilities of
adulthood—and grimly accepting that Kansas is as good as it’s going to get.

On the other hand, a less conservative view shapes stories like Blish’s
A Case of Conscience, where it is the very foreignness of the “other” that frees
the reader to reimagine his or her own world with fresh eyes that may require a
new ethics to cope with responsibilities that are discernible only from far, far
away. Many of these more exploratory utopian books seem reminiscent of
Tennyson’s account of an aging Ulysses, home at last from Troy but restless,
finally leaving the rule to his son Telemachus so that he, aging though he may
be, may strike out to the territory ahead, the new frontier. In an optimism that
seeks, perhaps, to shout down the terrors of secularization, the loss of a sacred
canopy, the rationalization of an empty universe, these works show the
essentially romantic underpinnings of both utopias and dystopias—the hope
(sometimes disguised as a fear) that there may be some “other” time and place,
accessible to few of us, of course, but perhaps available to the individual
reading the book. The “unrealistic,” even self-indulgent nature of this imagining
of the enterprise perhaps provides the underpinning for Judith Shklar’s sad
observation that “utopia and utopian have mostly come to designate projects that
are not just fantasies but also ones that will end in ruin” (41).

And this connects us to the analysis Huntington brings to H. G. Wells.
After discussing the mirror relations between utopian and dystopian writing,
Huntington defines anti-utopian fiction, by which he means

a type of skeptical imagining that is opposed to the consistencies of utopia-dystopia. If
the utopian-dystopian form tends to construct single, fool-proof structures which solve
social dilemmas, the anti-utopian form discovers problems, raises questions, and doubts. .
.. .It is a mode of relentless inquisition, of restless skeptical exploration of the very
articles of faith on which utopias themselves are built. . . . . It is not an attack on reality
but a criticism of human desire and expectation. . . .It enjoys the construction of
imaginary community, but it does not succumb to the satisfactions of solutions. By the
same mechanism the anti-utopia can acknowledge virtues in dystopia even while
denouncing it. At the core of the anti-utopia is, not simply an ideal or a nightmare, but an
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awareness of conflict, of deeply opposed values that pure utopia and dystopia tend to
override. If utopia seeks imaginative solutions, anti-utopia goes beyond to return to the
powerful and disturbing ambivalences that come from perceiving simultaneous yet
conflicting goods. (Huntington 142-43)

Thus, Huntington’s usage of the term (and my own) are not to be confused with
Krishan Kumar’s, which seems roughly to equate it to dystopian writing (Kumar
99-130).

Without detailing Huntington’s reading of Wells’s career, which, in
brief, he describes as a movement from “anti-utopian imaginings to utopian
prophetic ones” (143)—in other words, as an increasingly conservative
movement—I wish to refer to his study principally for this insight into the anti-
utopian. Though Huntington does not seem to make the connection between
this and postmodernism, they share in common a distrust of endings or of
systems; this goes far in explaining some recent science fiction and fantasy that
raise more questions than they answer. In Wells’s case, his late fiction loses
some of its power because, in trying to become engaged with the problems of
the world and therefore trying to offer solutions in his later utopian novels and
stories, he is too aware of discrepancies in the world to propose convincing
(utopian) solutions. As Huntington notes, “a writer less attuned to the anti-
utopian ironies of the world might succeed better at ignoring them” (147). But,
grasping at straws to force a solution, the late Wells (as in When the Sleeper
Wakes) sometimes “prefers the unambiguous horror of dystopia which, [he]
implies, might be transformed to utopia” (148).

Huntington observes that this dilemma is the same for many utopian
writers:

the deep structural contradictions cannot be mediated. Either, as in the case of
Zamyatin’s We, we commit ourselves to an infinitely dialectical anti-utopianism, or, as in
the case of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four or, in a different spirit, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit
451 or Huxley’s Brave New World, we quash ironic conflict and replace the puzzle with
a single-valued structure, either dystopian or utopian. (148)

In short, Huntington notes that anti-utopia, which resists the wiles of both utopia
and, ironically, dystopia, iS an unsettling mixture of “yearning and skepticism”
(149).

But there is another way of viewing this dynamic, as posed by the
philosopher Paul Ricoeur. In his Lectures on Ideology and Utopia he joins
together much of what Huntington criticizes in utopian and dystopian literature
and calls it ideology—the drive toward integration, system, institution, dogma.
Utopia, on the other hand, is “the constant ideal, that toward which we are
directed but which we never fully attain” (xxi). It “functions to expose the gap
between the authority’s claim for and the citizenry’s beliefs in any system of
legitimacy” (xxit).

On the other hand, according to Ricoeur utopian writing has a darker
side as well, because it can regress into “the completely unrealizable” and
become fancy, madness, or escape:

Here utopia eliminates questions about the transmission between the present and the
utopian future; it offers no assistance in determining or in proceeding on the difficult path
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of action. Further, utopia is escapist not only as to the means of its achievement, but as to
the ends to be achieved. In utopia no goals conflict; all ends are compatible. (xxii)

This escape from consequences, Ricoeur calls “the magic of thought.” He
therefore pushes for the ethical component possible in utopian writing, noting
that “we must try to cure the illnesses of utopias by what is wholesome in
ideology . . . and try to cure the rigidity, the petrification, of ideologies by the
utopian element” (xxiii).

However, lest Ricoeur suffer criticism from such as Huntington for
being naive, we should note his emphasis on the process, on the “conflict of
interpretations,” on the paradigm shifts involved in conflicting metaphors for the
ever-newly-coming-into-being of truth (xxix). As he writes, “we wager on a
certain set of values and then try to be consistent with them; verification is
therefore a question of our whole life. No one can escape this” (xxiii).

I will conclude with a brief example from two recent books that
illustrate aspects of the two structures I have alluded to in this paper. One is
Ken Grimwood’s 1986 temporal utopia, Replay; the other is Mary Doria
Russell’s spatial dystopia, The Sparrow (1996). Russell tells the story of a
combined scientific and missionary journey gone very bad. Only one explorer
returns to earth, the Jesuit priest Emilio Sandoz. When he had been introduced,
finally, to a leader of Rakhat (the target planet) his life had apparently suddenly
come into a meaningful focus. Here is his reaction:

And then, suddenly, everything made sense to him, and the joy of the moment took his
breath away. He had been brought here, step by step, to meet this man: Hlavin Kitheri, a
poet—perhaps even a prophet—who of all his kind might know the God whom Emilio
Sandoz served. It was a moment of redemption so profound he almost wept, ashamed
that his faith had been so badly eroded by the inchoate fear and the isolation. He tried to
pull himself together, wishing he’d been stronger, more durable, a better instrument for
his God’s design. And yet he felt purified somehow, stripped of all other purpose.
(Russell 390)

But the encounter turns violent. The priest is continuously raped.
Hlavin Kitheri then writes poetry rapturously describing the experience. Sandoz
suddenly realizes that it was just such poetry, now revealed as pornography, that
had reminded his fellow priests of religious music and had lured him to the
planet in the first place. In short, his hermeneutical structure, his controlling
metaphor, his paradigm of meaning, has been eviscerated. One might say he is
experiencing the open-endedness that Huntington describes as anti-utopia, or the
conflict of interpretations that Ricoeur posits as the dynamic for an engaged
ethics that is both meaningful and non-ideological. But the others around him,
and one suspects the author and most readers, as well, insist on bringing closure
(and meaning) to the experience. His religious superiors remark:

“He’s the genuine article . . . He is still held fast in the formless stone, but he’s closer
to God right now than I have ever been in my whole life.” (400)

“Emilio is not despicable. But God didn’t rape him, even if that’s how Emilio
understands it now.” He sat back in the bench and stared at the ancient olive trees
defining the edge of the garden. “There’s an old Jewish story that says in the beginning
God was everywhere and everything, a totality. But to make creation, God had to remove
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Himself from some part of the universe, so something besides Himself could exist. So he
breathed in, and in the places where God withdrew, there creation exists.” (401)

Even as they recognize that he is in process (“held fast in the formless stone’)
they insist on stepping outside that process themselves and finding a false stasis
that seems utopian in the extreme. “I don’t even have the courage to envy him”
(400), one priest remarks, failing to acknowledge that his own situation, in stark
existential terms, is not that different from his rape victim’s: both are still
engaged, and can determine meaning for that process only in a never-to-be-
achieved retrospect.

Ken Grimwood’s novel, on the other hand, seems tailor-made as a
parable of utopian possibilities that are open-ended, but it issues forth into a
rather remarkably ambiguous (postmodern) conclusion. The protagonist, Jeffrey
Winston, dies in 1998 but suddenly finds his consciousness back in his 1963
body and circumstances. He brings with him all his knowledge of what is now
the future, and he makes choices accordingly—making spectacularly successful
bets on the World Series and the stock market. Then he dies again in 1988, and
is reborn a bit later than the first time. This happens again and again, with the
time before death shortening with each replay. And in each life he makes new
choices, finally meeting a woman in similar “replaying” circumstances. A
unique love affair ensues (over several half-lifetimes). Finally they both
approach what appears to be their final death, but their ordinary lives
surprisingly resume and continue forward from 1988.

Comparisons might be made to Bierce’s story, “An Occurrence at Owl
Creek Bridge,” and the films Groundhog Day (1993), Forever Young (1992),
Sliding Doors (1998), and others. But the most telling comparison, perhaps,
might be with the recent film Pleasantville (1998), where the people in black
and gray in 1958 are portrayed as neo-fascist in their commitment to a “non-
changist view of history, emphasizing continuity.” When they once take a
chance, express an uncomfortable emotion, do something out of character, they
suddenly take on a bit of color. But their lives, of course, become less
predictable, and more dangerous. Along similar lines, and sounding much like
Paul Ricoeur, Replay’s protagonist concludes as his life moves into 1989 and
beyond:

Each lifetime had been different, as each choice is always different, unpredictable in its
outcome or effect. Yet those choices had to be made. . . . And yet, he mused, the years
themselves would all be fresh and new [now], an ever-changing panoply of unforeseen
events and sensations that had been denied him until now. New films and plays, new
technology developments, new music—Christ, how he yearned to hear a song, any song,
that he had never heard before! The unfathomable cycle in which he and Pamela had
been caught had proved to be a form of confinement, not release. . . . Now everything
was different. This wasn’t “next time,” and there would be no more of that; there was
only this time, this sole finite time of whose direction and outcome Jeff knew absolutely
nothing. He would not waste, or take for granted, a single moment of it...The
possibilities, Jeff knew, were endless. (Grimwood 309-310)

This very didactic conclusion may be typical of utopian literature. Perhaps the
ending could even be confused with that of The Wizard of Oz—but the focus is
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not on “home” but on movement in time. The joy Jeff experiences is not
because he has found security: in fact, with the irony typical of anti-utopian
writing, he senses the energy and rectitude of the fact that, even though the
possibilities are endless, he is not.

Even this bittersweet sense of an ending cannot long dwell in the
imaginative invention of that apparent closure. The hand of the clock moves
beyond the moment of imaginative surety, and the actual life remains open-
ended. This is the sort of contemporary writing that acknowledges, with a
hopeful brio, the deconstructive turn of postmodernism. The trick is to avoid
paralysis. “Between the presently unrealizable and the impossible in principle
lies an intermediary margin” (301), in Ricoeur’s analysis, and it is on that
intermediary border that we must tentatively enter utopian thinking. Rather than
attempt to step outside time or space “we must let ourselves be drawn into the
circle”—and then, in a mystical logic that utopias would applaud, he adds that
we “must try to make the circle a spiral” (312).
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We Are Marching to Utopia: Kurt Vonnegut’s
Player Piano

Donald E. Morse

I like Utopian talk, speculation about what our planet should be, anger
about what our planet is.
Kurt Vonnegut

Kurt Vonnegut’s Player Piano (1952) falls within one of the longest and strongest
suits in twentieth-century science fiction. “From H. G. Wells to Samuel Delany,
science fiction is full of utopias, dystopias, ambiguous Utopias, and ‘hetero-
topias’ 7 (Attebery 5)." As Kermit Vanderbilt observes, “Player Piano is
astonishing for the richness of utopian and dystopian matter in this first major
outing of the writer who would soon own the best utopian imagination in
American literature since World War Two” (139—140).2

In Player Piano, the world, having passed through the First Revolution
where machines took over man’s manual labor and the Second Revolution where
machines took over all human routine work, is now about to undergo a Third
Revolution where machines will do all the thinking. The huge computer, EPICAC
XIV—the one the president of the United States with not the slightest trace of
irony refers to as “the greatest individual in history”—sits in the Carlsbad Caverns
in New Mexico determining all of the country’s needs from the number of
refrigerators to be manufactured this month, to the kinds of books people should
read, to the types of educational degrees universities may offer.’ Vonnegut used as
his model for the all-wise, all-powerful machine the first digital computer, the
“Electronic Numerical Integrator and Calculator” or ENIAC. Developed at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Moore School of Electrical Engineering from a
proposal by John Presper Eckert and John W. Mauchly and weighing in at thirty
tons with eighteen thousand vacuum tubes, the first public demonstration of
ENIAC occurred on February 14, 1946. It was followed by a series of lectures at a
conference in Philadelphia in the summer of 1946, which led in turn to the
widespread adoption of stored-program which eventuated in the modern
electronic computer. Only a few short years later, Vonnegut extrapolates from
these events to create EPICAC XIV. In Player Piano the United States has
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become a planned society run by corporations for profit.* But this governing by
computer results predictably in an increasingly sterile American society—a
society with no real place or need for humans. As Norbert Wiener, who is often
referred to as “the father of cybernetics,” caustically observed in his popular book,
Cybernetics, or, Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine, “the
average human being of mediocre attainments or less has nothing to sell that it is
worth anyone’s money to buy” (quoted in Kenner 163).” In Player Piano, a
discerning visitor from another culture, the Shah of Bratbuhr, the spiritual leader
of six million people, correctly identifies all the citizens of this new ideal United
States as “takaru” or slaves.

The power and wealth of the United States, which grew through the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries in large measure thanks to an amazing outburst
of creative technology and invention, remain almost synonymous with the
machine. The machine may take the form of the car that provides the famous
American mobility while contributing heavily to American personal isolation. Or
it may take the form of the telegraph/telephone, or more recently, the “net” that
tied the country together through instant communications. Or it may be the various
electronic media machines (radio, movies, and television) that shifted the
emphasis from news to instant event. Or it may be any of the vast array of technics
that transformed agriculture into agribusiness, the company into the multinational
corporation, or the sleepy stock market into that behemoth of arbitrage, leveraged
buy-out, and institutional investment of the new turn of the century. Lewis
Mumford as early as 1934 maintained in his prescient study, Technics and
Civilization, that:

Mechanization and regimentation are not new phenomena in history: what is new is the
fact that these functions have been projected and embodied in organized forms which
dominate every aspect of our existence. Other civilizations reached a high degree of
technical proficiency without apparently, being profoundly influenced by methods and
aims of technics. (4)

In the United States of Player Piano and especially in Vonnegut’s Ilium, where
Paul Proteus tries but does not really succeed in becoming his own person, a “free
man” remains squarely within and controlled by a society dominated by such
technics. The novel thus satirizes both the over-dependence on technology and
the over-reliance on the expertise of technocrats. Sheppeard contends that
“because technology is inextricable from twentieth-century man’s life and has
profoundly changed him, Vonnegut cannot reflect upon contemporary man’s
metaphysical anguish without also commenting upon his technology” (“Kurt
Vonnegut” 15). But the reverse may be even truer in that Vonnegut cannot reflect
upon the role of technology in the twentieth century without also reflecting on
human metaphysical anguish, especially as exemplified in Paul Proteus.

Proteus’s flailing about, trying to be at home in Homestead, buying a
farm that he cannot run, and attempting to be the Messiah of the saboteurs all
reflect his blind desire to become a conscious being, to become fully human. The
corporation, on the other hand, wants him to be its ideal manager—bright, but
completely within the corporate mold. His wife, in her turn, wants him to be her
ideal husband—Ioving but totally dedicated to succeeding in the corporation. The
revolutionary Ghost Shirts want him to be their ideal leader—famous, but
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selflessly dedicated to their cause. None of these—the corporation, his wife, the
Ghost Shirts—wants him simply to be or to be for himself alone. Needless to say,
no one ever asks what he wants. The wonder is that he does not become like his
fellow workers: alcoholics, dropouts, or flunkies—the hollow shells of wasted
men. When the corporation or his wife is not using Paul, then the revolutionaries
are. The latter write letters in his name, issue manifestoes he does not know if he
agrees or disagrees with, and act generally as if he were their Messiah—a role he
definitely does not wish to play. If he does not really know what he wants to be or
become, Paul at least knows that he does not want to be a lone human manager
overseeing machines.

Vonnegut’s book is a plea for human beings to be what they are able to
be best: human—which is frail and strong, thickheaded and intelligent, cruel and
kind, failing and succeeding hating and loving. This belief in the humanness of
human beings will become a constant in all of Vonnegut’s later novels and stories.
It is also his warning against that ancient human desire for perfection, especially
perfection in society that all too often, as in this novel, leads simply to sterility.
Aldous Huxley, similarly worried, chose for the epigraph to Brave New World a
telling quotation from Nicolas Berdiaeff’s Slavery and Freedom: “Les utopies
apparaissent comme bien plus réalisables qu’on ne le croyait aurefois. Et nous
nous trouvons actuellement devant une question bien autrement agoissante:
Comment éviter leur réalisation définitive?” (Huxley 5). (Utopias appear far more
realizable than we had formerly believed. And now we find ourselves facing a
question equally painful in a new kind of way: How to avoid their actual
realization? My translation.)®

In Player Piano, the corporation, working to establish its notion of utopia
here on earth, actively opposes any belief in the importance of variety in humans
and their experience. All in the name of making everything as easy as possible for
everyone and granting everyone a far greater degree of certainty than is usually
possible in a nonplanned, unregulated, free society. The good life in Player Piano
will be achieved thanks to the corporation responsible for running everything in
Ilium that demands in return complete loyalty and service. Such loyalty and
service are, however, not just expected, they are required. Vonnegut satirizes the
kind of husband-wife working relationships that may and often do result from
such expectations in the meaningless conversations which take place daily
between Paul and Anita. Proteus proves the upwardly mobile, aspiring young
husband, while his wife, Anita—"“Ilium’s Lady of the Manor” (12)—dutifully
spends all her time and energy plotting ways to boost him up the corporate ladder.
Vonnegut’s sharp satiric eye neatly skewers his target as Anita dresses Paul for
success by buying him clothing identical with that of those who appear just a bit
higher up the ladder. She then coaches him on how to behave at meetings, how to
deliver speeches effectively, and how to conduct himself on various social
occasions. Anita and Paul’s juvenile relationship reflects the price of the certitude
promised by an EPICAC XIV-run society.

The theologian Paul Tillich observed that “men will quickly commit
themselves to any cause that promises certainty in their existence” (307). The all-
knowing computer in Player Piano not only promises but delivers such certainty
but at some cost. The Shah several times points to an obvious cost when he
“equates American society with the noxious materialism suggested by the
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nephew’s name . . . Khashdrahr (‘cash drawer’) Miasma” (Sheppeard, “Signposts”
18-19). Another but not quite so apparent cost of this utopia lies in what is absent
from the world of Player Piano and what is often overlooked in creating such a
good life in a perfect world. The noted Irish writer Francis Stuart pinpointed this
lack when we wrote, “Where everything is seen as making life easier for all, there
is no room for grief, pain and doubt, in which are the roots of a thriving organic
consciousness” (19). Stuart’s prescription holds true for individuals but it also
proves important for fiction. As Kevin Alexander Boon emphasizes, “Vonnegut’s
fiction [especially in Player Piano] points to the confluent boundary between the
morbid and the sublime where humor and grief are inevitably conflated” (111n86).

In extrapolating from the present to create his future utopian society,
Vonnegut includes a satiric, highly amused look at the mores of the corporate
world as he had observed them while working for the General Electric Company.
One of his prime satiric targets—on which he scored a direct hit—was the North
Woods summer festival where General Electric executives had to go and play the
silly games described in hilarious detail in Player Piano (see especially 181-194).
“The island was shut down after the book came out” (“A Talk” 113), Vonnegut
boasts in various interviews. “So, you can’t say that my writing hasn’t made any
contribution to Western civilization” (“Two Conversations” 199).7

Juxtaposed to the corporate world in Player Piano lies Homestead, where
ex-workers and those with minimal jobs live and where revolt may be incipient
but life itself is as dead as it is at the top of the corporate organization chart.® Here
there is no dignity in labor, no virtue in an honest day’s wages, no reward for
exceeding expectations. Instead, people realize that the corporate world wishes to
use their labor as cheaply as possible and will replace them with more reliable
machines whenever and wherever possible, not stopping to count or even
acknowledge the human cost of those dismissed, fired, or forced to quit. This point
becomes clear early in the novel when Bud Calhoun is fired because he had
invented a machine to replace himself and so made himself redundant (62-65).
Much of Vonnegut’s theme of the exploitation of human workers and of machines
that make people redundant leaving behind a pile of human rubble with little or
nothing to do appears familiar from some nineteenth- and many twentieth-century
British and American writers. John Ruskin, Thomas Hardy, D. H. Lawrence, E.
M. Forster, and J.R.R. Tolkien, and American writers from Mark Twain through
the muckrakers and after—all attacked the human waste caused by technology and
Big Business. Like the best of these writers, Vonnegut goes beyond speculation
and, like most of them, describes both the atmosphere of the corporation and the
ethos and values it promulgated based upon careful observation. “It was a genuine
concern that drove me to write my first book,” he claims (“Two Conversations”
4).

While working at General Electric, he recalls

One day I came across an engineer who had developed a milling machine that could be run
by punch cards. Now at the time, milling machine operators were among the best paid
machinists in the world, and yet this damned machine was able to do as good a job as most
of the machinists ever could. I looked around, then, and found looms and spinning machines
and a number of textile devices all being run the same way and, well, the implications were
sensational. (“Two Conversations” 200; compare Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons 261)



Marching to Utopia 27

These sensational implications are realized in Player Piano as this future
electronically run society places the good of the corporation and the full
employment of machines ahead of human needs and desires, including the human
necessity for meaningful work. “[T]he only safeguard of order and discipline in
the modern world is a standardized worker with interchangeable parts. That
would solve the entire problem of management,” says The President in The
Madwoman of Chaillot by Jean Giraudoux (17)—a sentiment echoed and re-
echoed throughout this novel. In The Sirens of Titan (1959) Vonnegut explores
this issue further through the ultimate machine-run civilization of Tralfamadore
whose people originally made machines in order to free human beings from work:

This left the creatures free to serve higher purposes. But whenever they found a higher
purpose, the purpose still wasn’t high enough.

So machines were made to serve higher purposes, too.

And the machines did everything so expertly that they were finally given the job
of finding out what the highest purpose of the creatures [humans] could be.

The machines reported in all honesty that the creatures couldn’t really be said to
have any purpose at all.

The creatures thereupon began slaying each other. . . . And they discovered that
they weren’t even very good at slaying. So they turned that job over to the machines, too.
And the machines finished up the job in less time than it takes to say, ‘“Tralfamadore.”
(274-275)

As Zoltin Abddi-Nagy notes, “Tralfamadore turns out to be a dehumanized
planet with a machine civilization: what they can teach man is that man should
not learn from them” (“Ironic Historicism” 87).

Against nineteenth-century popular belief, Ralph Waldo Emerson
vigorously and correctly maintained that “society never advances” (279), yet there
are always those, such as the twentieth-century behavioral psychologist B. F.
Skinner, who promised societal advancement in return for merely surrendering
unwanted human dignity and unneeded individual freedoms. As the Shah of
Bratpuhr keenly observes in Player Piano, surrendering such freedoms in the
name of “progress” or comfort or efficiency reduces people from their once proud
status as free citizens in a democracy to “takaru,” or slaves. But those who believe
and belong to the Skinnerian utopia, Walden Two (1948), “entertain no nonsense
about democracy.” “This is a totally planned society, structured so that a self-
perpetuating elite shapes to their specifications the inhabitants of the world they
control” (Elliott 150), and those inhabitants should be grateful.

John Pierce invented an excellent term for this kind of thinking. He
called it “the hubris of altruism”; that is, the “blind pride in seemingly
benevolent ideals,” which must be imposed on humanity “for its own good”
(168). From a wealth of historical examples of this kind of Utopia Pierce selects
John Calvin’s Geneva and Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea as two places
where “the practical consequences of the hubris of altruism” were much in
evidence. “It is important,” Pierce adds, “to remember that both might still be
regarded as noble ideas had they not succeeded so thoroughly” (168). Hence the
imposition of Skinnerian values and techniques on a population essentially not
consulted either about the values themselves or about participating in such a
noble experiment. Had they been so consulted, there might have appeared that
lone individual or even a group who like Bartleby would “prefer not to”
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participate in the noble experiment. It is against this kind of planned society
dedicated to a certain set of values, however benign or well meaning, that anti-
utopian literature, such as Player Piano is often written. Vonnegut, in contrast to
Skinner but much like Emerson, remains a nonbeliever when it comes to societal
progress or the necessity for controlling society.

If Vonnegut continues very much aware of the almost absolute
centrality of machines for late twentieth-century American society, he also
insists on their right use. In his view, machines are both a proper and a necessary
subject for the contemporary American writer. “Machinery is important. We
must write about it,” he affirmed in one of many interviews (“Kurt Vonnegut,
Jr.” 157). But Vonnegut’s point in Player Piano so familiar from American
history, philosophy, theology, politics, and literature is that machines and
technology are or should be the means by which humans gain—not lose—their
freedom. Machines are not now nor should they ever become simply ends in
themselves. Ralph Barton Perry argued that “even ideas and skills do not suffice
unless they are linked with the purposes for which they are used, or the feelings
which give them value.” He continues, “It is necessary, furthermore, that these
purposes and feelings should be shared, in order that they may afford a basis of
reciprocal action. When thus socialized and charged with emotion, durable ideas
constitute the essence of culture and of civilization” (Perry 27). Machines,
therefore, do not need to be “preserved from dissolution”; only their “essential
formulas and aptitudes should be remembered, in order to be re-embodied in
new machines” (Perry 27). Not any specific machine itself then but the idea of
that machine should remain paramount. At the end of Player Piano, for instance,
bitter irony resides in Bud Calhoun’s immediate repairing of the orange soda
machine. Those repairs, made as the revolution has barely concluded, become
Vonnegut’s sharply etched image of the failure of this individual and all like him
to distinguish between the means and ends for which this machine and every
machine were invented. He is about to do himself out of a job once more by
preserving this specific machine rather than internalizing his knowledge of it. Bud
has become a true takaru or the slave of the machine. As such, he exemplifies
Lewis Mumford’s contention that Europe and America became unlike other
cultures that “had machines; but. . . did not develop ‘the machine.” It remained for
the peoples of Western Europe to carry the physical sciences and the exact arts to a
point no other culture had reached, and to adapt the whole mode of life to the pace
and capacities of the machine” (4). In Ilium this process reached its zenith in the
machine-run society.

The novel’s title, Player Piano, derives appropriately from a machine,
the player piano, invented in the nineteenth century and perfected in the twentieth.
The late Tony Tanner most succinctly summarized the ominous quality of this
symbol for the novel. “A piano player is a man consciously using a machine to
produce aesthetically pleasing patterns of his own making. A player piano is a
machine which has been programmed to produce music on its own, thus making
the human presence redundant” (182). In an early chapter of the novel someone
observes that “watching them keys go up and down . . . [yJou can almost see a
ghost sitting there playing his heart out” (28). David Hughes, in developing the
player piano as an ideal image and symbol for Vonnegut’s satire, discovered that
“the heart of a player piano, the perforated music sheet, was invented in 1842 . . .
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and by about 1890 it was brought to perfection in the United States.” He concludes
that this image “affords Vonnegut the blend he wants of nostalgia, technical
proficiency, and corporealization of the spiritual world” (114n20). This blend will
reappear even more poignantly in Galdpagos (1985) when Zenji Hiroguchi
programs Mandrax, the super computer, to reproduce the intricacies of ikebana,
the Japanese art of flower arranging which his wife, Hisako, teaches. Hisako loses
not only her pride but also her very reason for existence. “Her self-respect has
been severely crippled by the discovery that a little black box could not only teach
what she taught, but could do so in a thousand different tongues . . . ikebana turned
out to be as easily codified as the practice of modern medicine” (68-69).
Vonnegut thus makes crucial to Galdpagos his argument and its consequences
about the uselessness of human beings first outlined in Player Piano and which
later became central to several short stories as well as God Bless You, Mr.
Rosewater (see especially 21-22).

The Shah in Player Piano wishes to pose a simple question to the giant
computer, “What people are for?’ (277). What indeed are humans for if machines
can duplicate not only their music and work, but also their arts and sports?
(Galdpagos T1). This question haunts all of Vonnegut’s fiction from Player Piano
to Timequake (1997). But for Vonnegut there is no going back on technology,
unless nature itself, deciding it has had enough of human destruction should enter
the picture as it does in Galdpagos. In Player Piano, perhaps more acutely than
elsewhere in Vonnegut’s fiction, this issue of the right role of machines and their
right relation to people illustrates the difficulty American society has often shown
in identifying clearly right means to achieve good ends. Player Piano as a mid-
century anti-utopia illustrates, albeit negatively, the right role of technology and
machinery within the goals and values of human civilization while at the same
time arguing passionately for the sacredness of human beings.

Robert Elliott contends that after World War II, the Bomb, and the
holocaust “we will never again be able to create imaginative Utopias with the easy
confidence of the nineteenth century; the terror to which the eschatological vision
applied to human affairs has led in our time forecloses that possibility” (101). Yet
at the end of the twentieth century the American public and its leaders still fall
prey to imagining that society or its organization can be perfected. Many still
believe naively in that recurring human delusion called progress. “[TThe dystopia
in Player Piano looks much more ominous to us in the 1990s than the ones in
Huxley and Orwell” (Rampton 24-25).

In the last half of the twentieth as in the first years of the new twenty-first
century American society appears dominated by the multinational corporation,
“the only social unit of which our age is capable” (Giraudoux) and clearly needs to
heed the warning imbedded in Player Piano’s extrapolation from current trends
and values. Not to do so may well mean being condemned to live in a city much
like Vonnegut’s Ilium—something that appears an all-too-real prospect for
millions of Americans. Player Piano thus remains Vonnegut’s plea for bringing
into being an American society composed of individuals who have discovered
shared purposes and feelings, who distinguish clearly between means and ends,
who affirm the truth that American culture is neither true nor utopian but partial
and imperfect. Above all, this society must be run not by corporations or by
machines but by and for free citizens.” These themes emerge again and again in
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Vonnegut’s later novels and stories as they will preoccupy Vonnegut for the rest
of his writing career.

NOTES

1. Krishan Kumar maintains that utopias are in decline in the twentieth century,
but as Barbara Goodwin points out “he does this only by discounting a healthy number of
recent science fiction and feminist utopias” (786). Vonnegut’s book is one of dozens within
the science fiction and/or fantastic mode.

2. Vanderbilt lists the typical elements of a utopian novel—all, of which, he
claims, are present in Player Piano. “The new post-industrial civilization will be,
customarily, a socialistic commonwealth of rational men and women, with wisely planned
urban communities, maximum individual freedom, socially oriented education, material
abundance (with wise conservation of natural resources), non-alienating and non-
competitive day labor and professional life, self-transcending leisure time for recreation and
the arts, effortless virtue, dynamic social stability, permanent peace, and gratifying love”
(140).

3. The computer’s name, EPICAC, is awfully close to Ipecac, the children’s
medicine used to induce vomiting, as several commentators have noted.

4. Vonnegut’s economics in Player Piano are intriguing. He postulates private
socialism where the corporations, not needing to compete because of being monopolies,
nevertheless are government regulated. Although there are no taxes on things, there is a
heavy tax on machine labor.

5. Vonnegut was well aware of Wiener’s work borrowing his first name for the
“crass medical genius,” Dr. Norbert Frankenstein in his play Fortitude (Wampeters, Foma
& Granfalloons 43-64) and quoting from his work both in interviews and in Player Piano
(13). Hughes believes that “Vonnegut appears indebted not to Wiener’s 1948 monograph
Cybernetics, but to its popularization, The Human Use of Human Beings (Cambridge, MA:
Riverside Press, 1950). The latter was revised and toned down in the second edition (1954)
after Player Piano was published. No mere catalog of borrowings can reveal Vonnegut’s
assimilation of the 1950 edition.” (113n4).

6. Vonnegut “borrowed” the familiar utopian plot from Aldous Huxley’s Brave
New World (1932), as Huxley, Vonnegut claims, had in his turn “ripped [it] from Eugene
Zamiatin’s We” (1923) (Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons 261). The publishing history of
Player Piano reflects Vonnegut’s fortunes as an author since of the original hardcover
edition “less than a third of its first printing of 7600 copies was purchased (and most of
these, Vonnegut insists, in Schenectady). The next year, however, the Doubleday Book
Club prepared a cheap edition of 15,000 copies, which sold very quickly to its subscribers; a
second printing of 5000 [sic] was soon ordered. And in 1954 came the book’s greatest
success. . . .. Outfitted with a luridly futuristic cover and retitled Utopia-14, the Bantam
paperback [. . . ] hit the stands in numbers exceeding 248,000 (Klinkowitz 40).

7. Vonnegut was chosen Man of the Year on the 25th anniversary of the GE
Alumni Association which is composed of people like himself who worked for GE then
went on to other professions (Vonnegut, “Skull Session” 247). Paul Keating, Lamps for a
Brighter America (New York: McGraw Hill, 1954) claims that General Electric’s
Association Island, the model for Vonnegut’s The Meadows, was used extensively between
1910 and 1930 but by the 1950s was no longer in use (see Hughes 110). Whatever the
historical facts, Vonnegut’s satire on corporate culture and its excesses succeeds admirably.

8. While there is no evidence Vonnegut is echoing Emily Dickinson in using
“Homestead” ironically as the name for a lost Eden, their use is strikingly similar:

The Bible is an antique Volume—
Written by faded Men

At the suggestion of Holy Spectres—
Subjects--Bethlehem—
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Eden--the ancient Homestead—
(1545, 11 1-5)

9. Yet, as his introduction to Slaughterhouse-Five some fifteen years after Player
Piano makes abundantly clear, Vonnegut cannot be overly optimistic about the prospects
for American society and culture. “I crossed the Delaware River where George Washington
had crossed it ... went to the New York World’s Fair, saw what the past had been like,
according to the Ford Motor Car Company and Walt Disney, saw what the future would be
like, according to General Motors™ (18).
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David Mamet’s The Water Engine: The
Utopian Ideal as Social Control

Jeanne Beckwith

Although David Mamet’s 1977 play The Water Engine is not often produced, it
is one of his most penetrating and powerful theatrical works. It is also the only
work of Mamet’s that overtly incorporates elements of the fantastic and, indeed,
could be considered a form of science fiction. Perhaps not coincidentally, it is
also a play that heavily utilizes both unrealistic staging and unconventional
framing devices. The end result of this double layer of the fantastic is an
articulation of the human desire for a future full of hope and utopian promise
that is subverted by a terrifying stage representation of a civilization built on
chaos. In The Water Engine, the dream of utopia becomes a nightmare in which
all ideologies are only social constructs that serve the practical needs of the
system within which they function, in which both the idea of progress and the
possibility of utopia are used by those in power to disguise base motivations of
greed and self-promotion. In his presentation of a classic science-fictional
situation—the lone inventor and his marvelous machine—in the form of non-
realistic theatre, Mamet challenges the audience’s perceptions of linearity and
causality even as he exposes the rotten underside of a false utopia.

Framing devices in the “real world” are ways of establishing
parameters or boundaries for the action that is being played out. In his book
Frame Analysis, Erving Goffman contends that even the most ordinary everyday
activity is dependent on a “closed, finite set of rules,” the explications of which
provide a basis for understanding the whole of social life (5-7). When we know
the “frame” of a social encounter, we know how to act and react within the
“rules” that are inherent in the situation. At a funeral, we behave differently than
we do at a birthday party. On the stage, we understand the action because we
understand the frames of the social world portrayed and the theatrical frames
which form the conventions of the stage. Theatrical frames are the conditions of
theatrical action. They are usually the means by which we establish closure—
the beginning, middle, and end of action by which the world of the play
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expresses itself. These frames can be as simple as the dimming of lights before
the program begins or the blackout at the end of a scene. Such conventions
result from the artist’s choice of what boundaries will divide the physical world
of the audience from the fictional world of the play. Frames also result from the
way that a character is presented either realistically or unrealistically. Dialogue
may be naturalistic or stylized. The means of conventional representation which
are employed are the means by which the playwright or director privileges the
audience’s interpretation of whatis valid experience in the theatrical world. The
way in which a theatrical event positions the audience forces that audience to
view the action through a certain frame, thus implicating the audience in a
certain kind of world for the duration of the performance.

Sociologist Lucien Goldmann defined the theatrical event as a means of
finding and imposing coherence upon the external world by expressing social
knowledge through a living narrative. Humans need such coherence in order to
give meaning to a random world which might otherwise drive them mad (112—
116). In this sense, whatever their official designation—comedy, tragedy,
tragicomedy—all stage plays are morality plays. The stories told on the stage or
in our fiction tell us who we are and what we desire to be at a particular point in
history. The ways in which we choose to tell those stories are just as revealing.
Each generation, each culture has its own style—its own set of conventions. So-
called avant-garde performances are often immediately rejected by the masses
for this very reason. Audiences are conditioned to see stage presentations framed
in particular ways and are resistant to seeing the possibilities for living inherent
in a play if its frames are not familiar. The audience brings with it the rules and
frameworks it uses to guide its understanding of the actual world. We have
rules about the way things should be, and this extends to our perception of the
way plays should be. Over time, if the artistic attempt defined as avant-garde
persists, it will become “conventional.” What may have once been hooted off
the stage becomes “old school.”

In The Water Engine, Mamet makes staging choices that tend to distort
the audience’s frame of reference by disrupting the theatrical frame. Mamet
does not appear to be seeking to reassure his audience that the world is a
coherent place and humans have a significant role to play in it. Instead, the play
displays a world that is just the opposite: a world where the “rules” are skewed,
and humans are more likely to be victims rather than heroes. Mamet wants to
shake the audience up, but at the same time he does not want to lose them. He
has to tell a coherent enough story so that the audience will stay with the action,
but he also wants the audience to understand that coherence may sometimes be a
tool that those in power use to oppress those who are not. The story Mamet
presents to us in The Water Engine is all too coherent as it unfolds in a stage
world where convention gradually loses its ability to mask an unremitting
horror. The play’s disrupted frame of action and identity assaults the invisible
world of assumed reality.

As he tells us this story, Mamet further undermines the audience’s
expectation of a rational world through his reversal of a time-honored device
from “popular genre” science fiction. Like the theatre, science fiction novels,
stories, and films have evolved conventions and tropes which bind them to their
readers by framing universes which may be incredible but always maintain
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credibility, or at least familiarity. One of the most familiar of these conventions
is what critic John Clute has termed the “edisonade,” after the U.S. inventor
Thomas Edison. According to Clute, an edisonade describes “any story which
features a young U.S. male inventor hero who uses his ingenuity to extricate
himself from tight spots and who, by so doing, saves himself from defeat and
corruption and his friends and neighbors from foreign oppressors” (308). The
same audiences that are conditioned to expect certain ways of framing a drama
on the stage are also conditioned to expect the lone scientist to triumph over
“defeat and corruption.” But, as we shall see, Mamet’s “U.S. male inventor
hero” is utterly unable to do so.

Based upon the urban fantasy of an engine that would run on water but
is kept from us by the evil emperors of Detroit—a myth that seems to have more
truth than fantasy to it in the present time—7The Water Engine is set in 1934
during the Chicago “Century of Progress Exposition.” The action centers upon
Charles Lang, a young man with an invention. He has developed an engine
which literally runs on water—an engine which will put an end to factories as
we know them. His name, “Lang,” reminds us of Fritz Lang, the creator of the
1926 film Metropolis. Lang’s film was a vision of future possibility, but that
future world had a grim and terrifying side to it, and so does the world that this
Lang stumbles into. Charles Lang’s dream of a better future world is not
Metropolis. It is not a complicated vision at all. Like most of Mamet’s
characters, especially his good guys, Lang is not a very articulate man, as he
demonstrates when he grasps for a way to describe his invention and the world
he hopes to help create:

LANG: . . .What you’re going to see is like a sailboat. My sister says. There are no more
factories. This engine. (Pause.) This engine, Mr. Gross, draws from the Earth. (22)

Lang’s vision of utopia is not complicated. He and his sister, Rita, share a vague
vision of a world where things are better. That is the promise of the water
engine—a world that is better, a world of many cows and horses, with sunshine
and proper food and no cars making excessive noise (33). Both Lang and his
sister share a childlike idea of paradise down on the farm: a place where you
could raise dogs (24). To achieve “paradise,” Lang has gone to a patent law firm
to acquire a patent and share his knowledge with the world. However, the dark
figures Lang encounters at the law firm perceive his desire to benefit all of
humankind and create a world where “things work™ as a threat to the really
important matters: profit, control, and power. Lang and his sister are aware that
there are dangers. Rita repeatedly warns her brother that he must “watch these
people,” but despite her warnings, Lang goes ahead and attempts to share his
device with the world. It is a matter of trust and belief. He believes in “trust”;
he believes in contracts. In his first encounter with Gross, the patent lawyer, he
tries to get the lawyer to enter into a formal bond with him—a contract. Lang is
as yet unshaken in his belief that there should be protection in a person’s word
and that there are rules of action. If a person follows these rules, everything will
be all right. Gross, the lawyer he is consulting, responds:
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GROSS: Fine. Well then, give me a dollar. (Pause. LANG hands GROSS a dollar.)
Thank you. Do you trust me now? (Pause.) And if you couldn’t trust me what good
would your contract be? (14)

What Mamet demonstrates in his play is just what Gross is saying—the rules are
ephemeral, and they will not protect you. The people to whom he has gone for
help will accuse him of theft, wreck his lab, and threaten his sister all to save
him from harm. What we believe must or should be so is often not real. People
are not what they seem. Lang’s failure initially to understand this results in the
loss of everything that he cares for and, ultimately, both his sister’s and his own
life.

Correctly or not, Mamet is often called a naturalistic playwright, but
this play is not presented in a naturalistic or realistic style at all. Rather, the
characters and scenes are presented much like a morality play in the medieval
tradition. The characters in the play are representative rather than realistic.
Many of them are identified by their function or the character traits they
represent: Gross, Oberman, Radio Announcer, Worker, Soapbox Speaker, Knife
Grinder. Lang and his sister, while they have conventional names, are
representative characters themselves. They are all of us. Lang is a kind of
“everyman,” a less-than-ideal individual who nevertheless has an idea of what
utopia would be—what a better world would look like. He longs for heaven
here on earth, but such a vision does not appeal to the darker forces in the play
whose primary questions are asked by a reappearing, anonymous Soapbox
Speaker: “Where are the benefits? . . . where’s the wealth?” (31). This character
and others in the play represent the power structure which would crumble under
Lang’s utopian vision. These characters speak quite glibly of utopian ideals, but
an ideal universe as Lang would define it is the farthest thing from their minds.

Also like a medieval morality play, the action of The Water Engine
moves constantly from locale to locale. To tell Lang’s story on the stage,
Mamet could have written a realistic, straightforward, “well-made” play.
Instead, what we see on the stage is a chaotic vision of a world that is only
marginally fending off collapse. The story of the young inventor, which is
presented in a straight-line action narrative, remains clear and coherent, but it is
framed by at least eight separate stage devices. By itself, each frame is fairly
conventional, but there is a continual shifting back and forth. Each of these
frames reflects upon the action in its own distinct way while, at the same time,
each frame redefines the other frames both individually and collectively. For
example, the play opens with all the cast members gathered around a
microphone singing the state song of Illinois when the announcer’s voice breaks
in and proudly welcomes us to the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago.
The action moves immediately to Lang in his laboratory. He, too, believes in
progress as the product of perseverance and correct thinking and describes this
belief to the audience through an analogy to chemistry:

LANG: .. .We are made of molecules. We all are made of light. We are the world in
this respect. (11)



The Water Engine 37

Quickly, the action jumps, this time to the newspaper office of the Chicago
Daily News for about ten lines of seemingly unrelated dialogue about the
relationship of the government and the press. Now, a voiceover begins reading
aloud a chain letter which overlaps with a dialogue at the candy store between
Mr. Wallace and the boy Bernie about the way things are done. The chain letter
continues into the next scene in Gross’s office (12—13).

Although staying in a linear mode, with such rapid movements between
scenes Mamet escapes the constraints of simple real time narrative. He
emphasizes the individual unit of meaning depicted by each shift. It is not
narrative which dominates the play, but the reflexive quality of individual stage
moments as they create a sensual as well as intellectual impact on the spectator.
Such a strategy realizes the full potential of drama as both a poetic and a plastic
art form: a form that involves words spoken in time which must be experienced
in time, but a form which is also a sequence of visual and kinetic images, each
of which is a unit of meaning communicated through shape and color moving in
space. To achieve a shift in perception, Mamet uses a kind of simultaneous
staging technique. There is rarely only a single line of action going on at any
given time. Instead there are layers of separate activities. The sequencing of
events from one beat to the next or from one scene to the next is not as
important as the way in which each unit of action, each image, each voice either
refers to previous units or anticipates stage moments and events to come.
Individual units become completely meaningful only as we are able to think of
them in re