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Critical Utopias 

 
Course Description: 
Recent social movements from the Arab Spring to Occupy have shown us revolutionary dreams are still 
with us, even if they manifest without specificities or endpoints. Perhaps specificities and endpoints are 
not what we need; the aesthetics of the future are not recognizable in the present. If capitalism adapts 
or coopts revolutionary content before it has even found its feet, then it is the job of the kind of 
cultural producer that David Harvey calls "the insurgent architect" to imagine the future in ways that 
cannot be bought and sold. However, as many poets, novelists and critics have taught us, the architect 
as active agent cannot necessarily make what she or he imagines--an element of the unpredictable 
always enters in through collective human agencies and interactions, and also through the 
unpredictable actions and nonactions of the nonhuman world--plant, animal, water, earth, air and fire. 
How then can we dream/make our way out of the predicaments that currently face us: the crises of 
capital, ecological devastation, holy wars and spiritual bankruptcies, and the ongoing oppressions and 
possibilities of gender, race and class difference? We may also think about Idle No More as a special 
case, and query the work of its specificities and endpoints.  
 
Tom Moylan offers the idea of the critical utopia as a 21st century idea, one that is aware of the pitfalls 
of earlier utopian traditions, but still takes up the dream of utopia as necessary imaginative work to 
take us out of the impasse of our current problems: global warming, genocide, religious wars, rampant 
capitalism and so on. Instead of imaging utopia as another space, or another time, and avoiding the 
cynicism of early 20th century dystopias, critical utopias focus on the conflict between the world as it is 
and its utopian oppositions, and recognize difference and imperfection as integral to the utopian 
dream. 
 
Required Texts: 
Novels 

 Butler, Octavia. Dawn. 
 Callenbach, Ernst. Ecotopia. 
 Justice, Daniel Heath. Kynship: The Way the Thorn and Thunder. 
 Leguin, Ursula. The Left Hand of Darkness. 
 Piercy, Marge. Woman on the Edge of Time. 
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Criticism 

 Course pack 

All texts available at the UBC Bookstore, except the course pack. The course pack will be available at 
Staples in the University Village. 


