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Fictional utopias of the early modern time, as an alternative and an opposite to classical
social contract theories, and fictional dystopias of the 20th century, as the opposite of the
democratic and liberal  rule of  law, remain a major reference or for our contemporary
political debates when it comes to characterize warn against considerable dangers entailed
in  political  options,  regimes,  opinions  etc.  Today,  classical  utopias  are  mostly
overwhelmingly considered in a negative way, although there were initially designed to be a
more comprehensive solution for  the problem of  political  evil  than the social  contract
theories. From the beginning, dystopias were designed as the greatest political evil ever.
Yet, both are not only fictional, but also radically impossible to ever b realized, for reasons
that have not been really analyzed yet. In the following, I enquire into these reasons.

 

Part 1: What do classical utopias lack in order to offer a feasible solution to the
problem of evil?

Utopias offer a full-fledged, maximalist  solution to the problem of evil:  Unlike political
contractualism, the other major modern political tradition that deals with the problem of
evil, utopias offer not only a minimalist remedy for the worst evil, which is considered by
contractualist theories to be Hobbes’ state of nature with a war of all against all. They also
offer a model of a perpetually stable community in which all members enjoy the highest
possible happiness. Unfortunately, these are either fictions or projects that have never been
fully realized. It is important to note that not all utopias are fictions, some are projects. This
is the case in Charles Fourier’s New Amorous World, John Rawls’ “realist utopia” (Rawls
1999, 13) and Robert Nozick’s “framework of utopia” (Nozick 1974, chapter 10) as well as
of the numerous real, although short-living utopian communities that have existed since the
19th century (cf. Meißner, Meyer-Kahrweg et Sarkowicz 2001). But classical utopias, mainly
from the  early  modern  period,  are  fictions,  and  I  will  discuss  them in  what  follows.
According to fictionalist theories, some fictitious constructions may still have a practical
value,  because they present  the conditions of  the possibility  of  experience,  and,  more
precisely, of both real and possible experience, and of both desirable and non-desirable
experience. In the case of classical utopias, the practical value would be obvious: They
might  help  with  achieving the greatest  happiness  as  the  most  radical  remedy for  the
problem of evil. However, classical utopias constitute a certain kind of fictionalism, i.e., the
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kind of fictionalism in which fiction not only refers to nothing in the real world, but also
cannot refer to anything in the real world.

In the following, I understand fiction as what is described by the authors of these fictitious
utopias. By fiction, I do not mean the presuppositions or theses of utopian authors that we
may consider as improbable or even as false. Fictions contained in classical utopias are
really useful for the constitution of real experience. In fact, contrary to some interpretations
of classical utopias (see for instance, Forst 2006), there has never been any utopian writing
that intended to be either a mere satire of the utopian fictitious community that it describes
or a mere critique of the real society by means of a comparison with a utopian one.

Who does use fictionalism in classical utopias? No member of the utopian community does
this, because none of them consider their utopia as a fictitious world that they must pretend
really exists. For each member of a utopia, the utopia does exist. The founding fathers of
these utopias formulate utopia as a project, i.e., as a normative model that they implement,
and not as an actual reality.  Only the authors of classical utopias present their utopia in a
fictionalist way of the kind mentioned above, i.e., as something that not only does not exist,
but also could not exist.[1] In the following, I will explain why it seems to me that these
authors use utopias in the aforementioned fictionalist way. For the sake of convenience, I
will refer only to three major classical utopias: Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), Tommaso
Campanella’s Città del Sole (1602), and Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1624).

Classical utopias teach us (1) what the greatest good in a human community consists of, and
(2) that it is impossible for human beings to achieve the greatest good, at least during their
life  on  earth.[2]  These  two  theses  are  not  trivial.  In  fact,  a  typical  contemporary
interpretation asserts that the authors of dystopias (for instance, George Orwell and Aldous
Huxley,  the most  well-known writers  from this  genre that  was born in the early  20th
century) teach us that the greatest happiness, as it is shown by classical utopias – which
these authors of dystopias supposedly referred to in their writings – is not the greatest
happiness,  but  instead either the greatest  infelicity  or  the worst  evil.  This  widespread
opinion is false, because – for several reasons that I will not address here – dystopias follow
a radically different intention and model than utopias. Thus, dystopias are not appropriate
for either demonstrating or refuting the aforementioned thesis (2). Besides this, thesis (2)
does not imply that the attempt to realize utopias leads to the establishment of a dystopia or
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to the greatest happiness or to the worst evil. For explaining why exactly, from the point of
view of  the authors of  utopias themselves,  it  is  impossible  to  realize utopias,  i.e.,  the
greatest good in a human community, I will inquire into the way in which these authors use
fiction in their utopian works.

At first sight, the fiction that stands at the core of utopia is not related to its functioning, but
also to its perfect perenniality. Yet, this fiction has a lesser fictionalist significance than one
may believe at first sight, as I will explain in the following. I will then address a second
fiction  that,  although  at  first  sight  it  stands  in  the  background,  has  more  important
consequences than the first  one with respect to fictionalism: the fiction related to the
institution of utopia as opposed to its functioning once it is already established. Finally, I
will criticize Robert Nozick’s attempt to exclude this fiction from the utopian model in order
to make it easier to realize utopia.

The perfectly perennial utopian community connects the greatest happiness with virtue
under a premise of equality among all of its members. The relevant virtue consists in the
opposite  of  what  justifies  leaving  the  initial  common lordship  over  the  land,  i.e.,  the
dominium terrae, and establishing the institution of private ownership in accordance with
medieval and early modern natural law theories. The justification for instituting private
ownership was (1) the vice constituted by the discord among human beings, which in turn
results from other vices, namely (2) the desire of each human being to benefit from the
fruits  of  the  earth  to  an  unlimited  extent,  (3)  regardless  of  others  and  (4)  without
contributing to the production of such fruits. In medieval and early modern natural law,
private ownership is justified because it makes it possible for each human being to enjoy
admittedly less than in the initial community of possession, yet at least more than in the
Hobbesian state of discord characterized as a state of nature of all against all. In contrast,
utopias institute very detailed rules for living together, and these rules are extensively
obeyed.

These rules pertain to (1) the enjoyment of the fruits in common, (2) the division of labor
and the exercise of  labor in order to attain common enjoyment of  the fruits,  which is
(3) supposed to suppress the causes of discord, i.e., rivalry, desire to possess, desire of
domination, and desire of glory, in order to guarantee each member the greatest possible
happiness. Indeed, utopias are neither the land of milk and honey, nor original paradise, and
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labor and the constraints of nature exist in utopias too. Furthermore, in utopias, enjoyment
is never individual, but instead always an enjoyment in common, which implies that this
enjoyment always happens under the scrutiny of others in a situation of transparency.

Yet, how can one set very detailed rules for living together that are extensively obeyed while
there exists the aforementioned vices (2) to (4) that precisely oppose such rules, so that in
natural law theories, as well  as in social contract theories (including Rousseau’s social
contract),  the second-best solutions of introducing private ownership must be adopted?
Natural law theorists mention only one exception to the development of vices, which is the
case of small communities striving for the best—or even for perfection—and the example
that is always given are convents, which are supposed to exercise virtue in their communal
living.

Does utopia consist in the fiction of the disappearance of all of the vices of the entire human
species? Utopias’ fiction does not consist in the absence of the inclination to such vices, but
in the fictitious situation that hinders this inclination to face temptation. (Kant’s realm of
ends works in a similar way.). If so, then utopias fiction would consist in a situation in
which: (1) each member not only believes that utopia will ensure her an enjoyment of the
same share of the fruits as others, and that utopia will provide her with an extensive as
possible share of the fruit,  but also that exercising the aforementioned vices would be
obviously disadvantageous to her, and (2) no other motivation would surpass her desire to
advantageously enjoy these fruits in this way.

Yet, this conviction cannot originate in the mere comparison with the evils of the existing
society, although the authors of utopias extensively describe the evils of the existing society
of their time, which they consider as an instantiation of the aforementioned state of vice in
which no social norm is really respected, but instead in which all social norms are violated
by each individual, including the norms that should rule property rights, i.e., the right of
necessity (ius necessitatis) and the right of harmless use of others’ property (ius innoxia),
resulting in various evils. Concerning punitive torture, More writes in Utopia:

Therefore in this point not only you, but also the most part of  the world,  be like evil
schoolmasters, which be readier to beat than to teach their scholars. For great and horrible
punishments be appointed for thieves. Whereas much rather provision should have been
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made, that there were some means, whereby they might get their living, so that no man
should be driven to this extreme necessity, first to steal, and then to die.

However,  the  motivation  for  setting  very  detailed  rules  for  living  together  that  are
extensively obeyed does not originate in the comparison between utopia and the existing
society. This point is demonstrated by the two following facts. First, the fictional narrative of
utopias  does not  pursue — directly  nor  indirectly  — the intention of  incentivizing the
members of the existing society to migrate to the utopian island. Only involuntary shipwreck
victims sometimes decide to remain on this island. Second, neither the founders’ generation
nor the following generations ever chose the utopian institutions instead of adopting the
same rules as in the existing societies. Admittedly, one does not hide from the members of
the utopia the existence of other societies. Utopia prohibits its inhabitants to travel and to
get in touch with other societies, but they remain free to definitively emigrate from their
island. Now, none of them decides to definitively leave it, because to all of them, utopia
seems to be more advantageous than any other society. Yet, it was not for the members of
utopias to decide to adopt these utopian institutions, and neither did the founders make
such a decision.

In the following, I will first have a look at the way in which the utopian community is
established in utopian fictionalism, in order to then answer the question:  What makes
possible the creation of very detailed rules for living together that are exceedingly obeyed?

The utopian order is established by a founding father, e.g., Utopus in More’s Utopia, a
member of the “House of Solomon” in Bacon’s New Atlantis, etc., with each founding father
receiving divine revelation. As for the political and social organization of the community,
this divine revelation does not have the same content as religions. The political and social
organization part of utopian divine revelation (1) constitutes the main part and the core of
the utopian revelation, or even the entire utopian revelation (eschatology is widely missing,
as well is pure contemplation, and the purity of the earth etc.), and (2) this social and
political content is very detailed (unlike e.g., the Ten Commandments), since it contains all
the utopian social norms, so that the institutional powers of utopia has to make decisions
only on either technical problems or on disagreements between individuals, which, unlike in
existing societies, are extremely seldom. Instituting rules out of divine revelation is radically
different from social contract theories. Now, utopia and contractualism both have their
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starting point in two fictions. Utopia and contractualism share the first fiction, but are in
opposition as to the second fiction. The first fiction is the state of nature as a state of war of
all against all. For contractualists, it is the initial state of humankind without social contract;
for utopias it is the existing society. (In the case of Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin and
Basis of Inequality Among Men.)

The  second  fiction  concerns  the  institution  of  the  community  or  of  the  society.  
Contractualist theories explain why and how all individuals adopt a social contract and
establish the sovereign. In utopias, the fully detailed divine revelation happened in the past
and was experienced by the founding father(s). From this second fiction there result several
consequences that are indispensable for utopias.

First, in contractualism, the submission of all to the law and to the sovereign is explained by
them matching the interest of each contractor. Each contractor has a fundamental and
immediate  interest  in  her  survival  and  for  the  pursuit  of  her  happiness,  i.e.,  to  the
enjoyment of a sphere of individual freedom. Now, the only way to reach this situation is the
submission to the law, and the only way to protect oneself against the violation of the law by
other individuals is the submission to the sovereign. In Hobbes, human beings do not have
any further fundamental interests.  Thus, the other interests are not guaranteed by the
conclusion of the social contract, and there cannot be any unanimous agreement on them.
Contractualism – whether Hobbesian or Rousseauist – consists in avoiding summon malum,
because in the view of contractualism, human beings cannot reach any agreement on a
more ambitious goal.

On the contrary, utopia aims at the summum bonum, on which the members do not need to
find any agreement, because there is no need to determine the summum bonum. In fact, the
summu  bonum  is  already  fully  defined  by  the  divine  revelation.  Furthermore,  unlike
contractualist legal provisions, the rules of the utopian community are immutable.

Second, the object of the second contractualist fiction is the process of establishing civil
society, whereas the object of the second utopian fiction is the community at a much later
stage than its establishment. The typically contractualist problem is the fear that others will
benefit from the advantages of the social contract without contributing to or obeying it. (For
the problem of the free rider, prisoner dilemma, see Gauthier 1969 ; Kavka 1986). This
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problem does not exist in utopias, because in the utopian community it has already been
established, social norms are already much more obeyed by all than in the contractualist
society. The famous argument of the “fool” is indispensable to Hobbesian contractualism. It
shows that the one who decides to violate the law of the Leviathan, to which she declared
full submission, is in a situation that is much worse than the state of nature as a state of war
of all against all. Indeed, this violator faces the risk that the others obey the Leviathan and
that she be destroyed by the Leviathan and by all united citizens of the Leviathan, which is
an extremely unequal situation, unlike the initial state of war of each individual against each
individual, without a unanimous and stable coalition of other individuals. Thus, the equality
of  vulnerability,  which characterizes Hobbes’  state of  nature,  no longer exists  for  this
violator.

Such a violation is foolish. In a utopia, an argument such as Hobbes’ argument of the fool is
unnecessary because each individual who might submit to the temptation of free riding does
not face the risk of facing a united society, but will certainly face an existing community that
is  even  more  united  than  a  society  that  is  governed  by  much  more  extensive  rules
guaranteed by full transparency. Indeed, almost all activities (labor, exchange of goods,
meals, hobbies) take place either in common or according to common rules (see conjugal life
in More and reproduction in Campanella). Thus, the one who violates the utopian norms
must be a true fool, that is, not merely a reasonable person tempted by a behavior the
foolishness of which she ignores. In other words, only the utopian fool, not Hobbes’ fool is a
true fool. Although, like the contractualist society, the utopian community punishes the fool,
the utopian punishment is slavery, not the death penalty or torture. Now, according to
Aristotle, slavery is the status appropriate for those who are unable to lead their own life.

At first sight, there is less to learn from the second utopian fiction than from the second
contractualist fiction. Indeed, it avoids two problems: (1) the problem of a disagreement on
the determination and the interpretation of the institutions and rules, thanks to a divine and
fully detailed revelation, and (2) the problem of the free rider, thanks to the presumed
existence of a rather wide majority of the utopian community obeying the utopian order. On
the contrary, the second contractualist fiction explains how political institutions can exist in
spite of two real problems, and it explains it by referring to a situation in which those
problems are raised in the most extreme way, i.e., the thought experiment of the state of
nature. Utopia presupposes that the two problems mentioned above are already solved. A
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reason why utopia and contractualism are so different consists in them not dealing with the
same issue, as we have already seen.

Now, whereas human beings can avoid the summum malum thanks to the social contract, of
which they are the authors, they cannot reach on their own the summum bonum, since they
are not the authors of divine revelation. Now, none of the authors of the classical utopias
claim to report on a true revelation. The revelation reported on is explicitly a fiction. But
from this, we can learn that it is impossible for human beings to reach sovereign happiness,
at least in our life on earth. Unlike dystopias, classical utopias do not suggest that this
implies that  the pursuit  of  the greatest  good on earth is  either not  desirable or even
damaging. Because of the mere negative conclusion that can be drawn from them, classical
utopias have never been conceived of or considered as a competitor of either political
contractualism or religious conceptions of the highest good.

The intention of Robert Nozick’s “framework of utopia” formulated in his Anarchy, State and
Utopia (1974) is to (1) realize utopia through suppressing the second fiction mentioned
above through (2) taking into account all consequences of the renunciation of the second
fiction, while (3) not renouncing of some aspects of the utopian project, but instead while
(4) realizing it more perfectly than the second fiction.

Robert Nozick (Nozick 1974) provides the following reason for rejecting the second fiction
of classical utopias. Desires, ends, talents, relations and emotions among individuals etc. are
inherent to human nature and are so complex that it is extremely unlikely that one is able to
determine the highest happiness and the virtue that is necessary to reach it. Even if a
genius — like the founding father(s) of classical utopias — were able to do it, it is very
unlikely  that  all  individuals  trust  in  the infallibility  of  this  ability.  By the way,  Nozick
observes that among all utopias that have been presented until now, there is not a single
pair of utopias that would be compatible with one another. Therefore, Nozick replaces the
second fiction of classical utopias by a double disposition.

First, the problem of the too high complexity of the utopian task is resolved by including in
Nozick’s  model  the  possibility  to  modify  or  to  replace  any  utopian order,  in  order  to
experimentally find out what is the best utopian project. Second, the problem of the lack of
trust is solved by the principle of the consent to utopia. Each individual is free to choose
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either one utopian community of her choice or not to choose any, each community is free to
either accept or reject any participant as a member, and any member is free to leave her
utopian community whenever she would like. This double disposition fulfills the two tasks of
the second fiction of utopia. The first task was to avoid through revealed rules having
members determine and interpret in a consensual way the rules of the utopian community,
which they are unable to do. The second task consisted in avoiding the problem of the free
rider through the already established existence of the utopian community.

At first sight, Nozick’s utopia of utopias seems to better realize the core intention of utopia
than any other utopia. In fact, on the one hand, it guarantees that no individual will be
coerced to enter a utopia she does not want to. Nozick assumes that the person who can
best make a judgment on the individual’s happiness is the individual herself. Thus, if a
utopia does not make its members happy, they will leave it, and it will disappear. This, in
turn, motivates the members of any utopia to contribute to the happiness of each member,
i.e., to be virtuous. Indeed, if some members did not contribute to the happiness of others,
the other members would refuse to remain living in the same utopian community. Of course,
some members might be tempted to leave the community only in order to take the benefits
to which she did not contribute. In order to fix this problem, Nozick sketches a system of
compensation.  Thus,  the  Nozickean  utopia,  based  on  mutual  consent  instead  of  the
obedience towards the institutions and their founding father(s), seems to ensure, on the one
hand, happiness, virtue and the equal freedom of all members, and, on the other hand, the
possibility for each individual to freely adhere to a very hierarchical and restricting utopian
order, if she would like.

Last but not least, Nozick’s framework of utopias authorizes all utopias that have been
formulated until now, with the exception of “imperialist utopias” that requires all individuals
to become its members and to obey its rules.  Since classical  utopias do not intend to
exercise domination over the whole humankind, the exclusion of imperialist utopias does not
seem to  modify  the  concept  of  utopia.  Since  Nozick’s  model  of  utopia  provides  each
individual with the framework that allows her to find out what she considers to be the true
utopia, i.e., the utopia that will give them the highest happiness, Nozick’s model claims to
be both a framework of utopias and a utopia in its own right for each member of a utopia,
while allowing those people who do not wish to live in a utopia to remain in the sole
contractualist framework.
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In fact, for Nozick, the contractualist framework and the framework of utopias are the same.
To  this  extent,  Nozick’s  work  can  be  understood  as  an  attempt  to  demonstrate  that
contractualism is the theory that is best able to make utopia possible without coercing
anyone to enter in any utopia. In other words, utopia is made possible by the fiction of social
contract. This raises the following question: Does the condition of possibility of any true
utopia  consist  in  abandoning  the  utopian  fictionalism  and  adopting  the  contractualist
fictionalism? One remark made by Nozick casts doubt on such an idea: The framework of
utopia “is compatible with the realization of almost all particular utopian visions, though it
does not guarantee the realization or universal triumph of any particular utopian vision.”
(Nozick 1974, 319)  Indeed, it remains possible that there is no solution to the problem of
determining the greatest possible happiness for all and the virtue leading to this happiness.
Let us assume that it is impossible to demonstrate that there is no solution to the problem of
determining the greatest possible happiness for all and the virtue leading to this happiness.

Still, it remains true that, until now, all attempts — whether actualized or merely projected
— to provide a solution obviously failed, with the exception of what one never tried to
realize, i.e.,  classical utopias that are the fictions of the realization of utopias. Utopian
projects have always had few followers, and all real attempts to realize utopian communities
have been short-lived and on a small-scale. All of them failed to consensually determine the
greatest happiness for all and the correlative virtue, as well as—first of all—to solve the
problem of  the  easy-rider.  Now,  consensus  and  perenniality  are  core  elements  of  the
concept of utopia, so that only fictitious utopias are really realized, although only within
fiction. In other words, Nozick’s framework for utopias allows it to try to realize utopias, but
it does not make it possible to realize utopias in any way. Asserting that it does would be a
non sequitur similar to the following implication: Since the rule of law does not prohibit us
to live in Socrates’ century, it makes it possible for us to live in Socrates’ century, which a
time machine could make possible. The most likely outcome is that the permission given by
Nozick’s framework of utopia would be used successfully first of all by communities that are
neither contractualist nor utopian, that is, for example, by religious communities. In fact,
religious communities can and do exist in a contractualist framework.

It belongs to the core concept of utopia in its fully developed form that utopia is a fully
determined and immutable order so that it is already realized. Thus, such a utopian order is
possible only in the realm of fiction. Therefore, theories that value emancipation against
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fixed orders — for example Nozick as well as Ernst Bloch who theorized the “spirit of
utopia” — cannot account for any fully developed kind of utopia. Nozick accounts only for
the permission to try to realize utopias. In the three volumes of his classical work, Bloch
does not inquire into classical utopias, but into fragmentary dreams and strives that he
considers  as  being  utopian.  The  failure  of  all  utopias  that  have  been  attempted  has
confirmed what we can learn from the fictionalism of  classical  utopias,  i.e.,  the thesis
according to which it is impossible for human beings to reach the greatest happiness, at
least in our life on earth. The fiction represented by classical utopias shows what would be
required in order to enjoy the greatest happiness, but it does not show how to reach it,
which suggest that although human nature could live without evil, human beings cannot
find the way to such a life without evil.

 

Do dystopias,  which systematically destroy memory,  really succeed in trying to
make any resistance impossible?

The  intellectual  and  emotional  bugbear  of  the  early  modern  time  certainly  was  the
experience of civil war as theorized by Hobbes’ state of nature as a war of all against all.
The most formative intellectual and emotional experience of the 20th century certainly was
the possibility of nuclear annihilation of the earth – in the 21st century gradually superseded
by global warming – and, first and foremost, totalitarianism. And it still is. Almost all of the
academic or political theorizations and instrumentalizations of these 20th century and early
21st  century experience refer at some point to a fictional corpus that is still  exerting a
stronger impression than did fictional utopias in the early modern time: dystopias. Yet,
between dystopias and totalitarianism, there is a decision difference, which I try to explain
in the following.

Dystopias are conceived as the opposite of classical utopias, since they do not depict a
community experiencing the greatest happiness, but, instead, a state of the world in which
prevails the greatest unhappiness for human beings (or for animals meant to symbolize
human beings). In fact, dystopian regimes are even unhappier than Hobbes’ famous state of
nature that is a state of war of all against all. Social contract theories draw their legitimacy
primarily from being the remedy against this Hobbesian state of nature that they conceive
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as the summum malum, the greatest evil. Now, the evil entailed in dystopias is even bigger
than what social contract theories consider as the summum malum. This fact results from at
least the three following reasons. All three of these reasons seem to imply the impossibility
of any resistance to dystopia, despite each human being having numerous major reasons to
resist them, whereas, in classical utopias, nobody has any reason to resist the utopian
regime.

(1) The first reason for the impossibility of any resistance against dystopias: Hobbes’ state of
nature is a thought experiment intended to demonstrate the legitimacy of the Leviathan,
i.e., the legitimacy of the power of the sovereign state and its laws. This legitimacy results
from the contrast with the evils that are unavoidable in the state of nature, which only the
Leviathan can remedy. However, the infallible means for implementing this remedy already
lie entirely in the state of nature, as an analysis of the state of nature reveals. This analysis
of the state of nature, which I will  contrast with the second and third reasons for the
impossibility to resist dystopia, provides hope to anybody who complains about the evils of
the state of nature (or of civil war) and who strives for escaping it.

On the contrary, a core and constitutive feature of dystopias is that it is allegedly impossible
to leave them. This explains why in dystopias the resistance is limited to a single individual,
and why there is no real  organized resistance against dystopias.  On the one hand, all
dystopian novels detail the measures taken in order to hinder anybody to leave them, while,
on the other hand, all  dystopian novels tell  the story of the failed attempt of a single
dissenter or of a small group of dissenters not to destroy or remove the dystopian order, but
merely to escape it for herself, at least in some sphere of her life. Like the gate to hell in
Dante’s Divine Comedy, the title page of every dystopian novel could bear the inscription
“Abandon all  hope ye who enter here”. The impossibility of escaping from a dystopian
regime, even individually or even only in some sphere of one’s life, results from the negation
of the two following elements constitutive of the Hobbesian state of nature.

(2) The second reason for the impossibility of any resistance against dystopias: In Hobbes’
state of nature all individuals are equal with regard to their permanent, entire and mutual
vulnerability,  that  is,  with  regard  to  their  very  self-conservation  and  to  all  of  their
belongings,  at  least  while  they  are  either  sleeping  or  when  they  momentarily  find
themselves facing a coalition of other individuals. Only the Leviathan is able to guarantee
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the life and belongings of each individual. As soon as the Leviathan no longer guarantees
them, the Leviathan would not only become illegitimate, but it would also no longer exist.

In dystopias, one person or more, and, first and foremost the dystopian order itself, are not
vulnerable towards anybody whereas each individual is permanently and entirely vulnerable
towards those few persons and the dystopian order itself. This is obvious in the case of the
animals in George Orwell’s Animal Farm, all of whom are vulnerable against the pigs and
dogs. It is also obvious in the case of the hybrid monsters in Herbert George Wells’ The
Island of Doctor Moreau, as well as in the case of the humanoids devoid of many human
capabilities, that is, the epsilons, in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. It is less obvious, but
still a matter of fact, in George Orwell’s 1984, in which Winston Smith’s failed attempt to
write a diary provides the evidence that he is unfortunately not capable to have more
structured thoughts than those of a toddler. On the contrary, utopias either care about
equally developing the capabilities of all of their members, as is the case in Thomas More’s
Utopia, or establishing institutions that ensure that everyone has access to knowledge, as it
is the case of the House of Solomon in Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis.

(3) The third reason for the impossibility of any resistance against dystopias: In Hobbes’
state of nature, individuals are able to behave in a fully rational way, and they exert this
ability: They rationally pursue their fundamental interest, that is, the guarantee of their self-
conservation and of the possibility to pursue happiness. Utopia’s members know that there
exist other models of social organization and they know of which evils our societies are
suffering. They understand of which advantages each member of utopia is benefiting from.
The distributive advantage provided by a utopia is the greatest happiness for all. They also
understand that the condition for enjoying such an advantage is that everyone be virtuous
and obey the strict utopian norms.

The inhabitants of dystopias are not only unable to think and act rationally, but they are
even, in the first place, incapable of developing this ability. Here I distinguish the ability
from the capacity. For instance, I am unable to understand Chinese, but, because I have no
pathology affecting my organs of language, I am capable of learning it if circumstances and
my will are favorable. Contrary to this, the embryos and toddlers of Brave New World, who
are  not  alphas,  are  submitted  to  a  chemical  and  physical  treatment  as  well  as  to
psychological conditioning that destroys their capacity to develop any rational judgment.
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Among the alphas (and even the alphas plus), only the capacity of judgment related to the
rationality of the ends is destroyed. Before Big Brother’s dystopia had been established,
Winston Smith benefited from only the emotional education of the first stage of childhood,
not the ability to rationalize or make critical judgments, which belongs to a later stage in
the growth of the child in non-dystopian societies. Therefore, Winston Smith can experience
the nostalgia of the society before Big Brother, but his attempt to write a diary that fails
right from the beginning shows that he is not capable of thinking. The “two minutes of hate”
and the fake news produced by the “ministry of truth” provokes in him, unlike in the other
members of Big Brother’s dystopia,  a feeling of strangeness.  Yet,  he is not capable of
conceptualizing  this  feeling  of  strangeness  into  a  rational  judgment,  and even less  to
transform it into a rational motivation to act for the removal of Big Brother’s regime. The
intellectual capabilities at stake are also missing in the hybrid beings living in torments of
Wells’ The Island of Doctor Moreau as well as in the animals of Orwell’s Animal Farm, in
which even the necessary physical capacities are missing.

One –and perhaps a major– cause of the worst evils constitutive of dystopias is the definitive
lack of two premises that utopias share with social contract theories: the equal, mutual
vulnerability of all human agents and their –instrumental as well as formal– rationality. But
one should critically inquire into whether this definitive lack can really occur in a dystopian
regime. Yet, this decisive question is not addressed in essays about dystopias, nor do those
essays provide any elements for answering this question. This may be due to the fact that, at
first sight, dystopias look much more realistic than utopias to the extent to which they
appear much easier to be realized than utopias. However, this appearance might result from
circumstances related to the later period of history in which they were written. This later
period of  history introduced new fictional  elements:  new techniques of  monitoring and
control (for instance, the ubiquitous cameras and television screens as well as the medias of
propaganda in Orwell’s 1984, and in-vitro-fertilization, somatic conditioning and synthetic
drugs in Huxley’s Brave New World).

A widespread explanation of the unrealism of utopias is that human beings are allegedly not
capable of  complying with the strict  rules and the demanding virtues underlying such
utopian societies as Thomas More’s Utopia and Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun. This
explanation is wrong, since human beings are capable of such compliance. In fact, the
fundamental anthropological premises of utopias are the same as those of existing societies.
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The part of the utopian fiction in classical utopias that cannot be realized pertains to the
transition from a pre-utopian society to the utopian community. This unrealistic transition
entails the following elements: (1) It arises with a catastrophe that breaks the link to the
former society in a nonreversible way; (2) institutions and rules of the classical utopian
communities are presented as the product of either a divine revelation of a transcendent
inspiration of a remote founding father or as never needing any modification, since they are
allegedly perfect, perfection which, in turn, is due to their origin. These two features of the
transition to utopia –and particularly the second one– could never be realized as they
presuppose  an  unrealistic  transcendent  revelation  that  would  be  immediately  and
definitively adopted by all future members of the utopian regime because of its evident
perfection, thereby excluding from the outset any skepticism thus ensuring its immutable
validity. Utopia is attractive because it is an experiment beyond the existing societies, but it
is also repulsive because it prohibits any other experiment.

The transition from existing societies to dystopian regimes shares only the first element of
the transition from existing societies to utopian regimes: (1) It begins with a catastrophe
that breaks the link to the former society in a nonreversible way: a war that annihilates
existing societies in their deepest roots and plunges them into duress, in Brave New World
as well as in 1984, the alcohol addiction of the farmer who neglects his animals so much
that he lets them starve, in Animal Farm, the scandal resulting from the uncovering of
Doctor Moreau’s experiments by the press in The Island of Doctor Moreau, his subsequent
flight to a desert island, his odd experiments on that islands that cause the most painful
torments to his hybrid and monstrous creatures. (2) The chaos and the misery that result
from these  catastrophes  seem,  at  first  glance,  to  lead to  the  easy  establishment  of  a
dystopian regime. But where does this impression originate? This impression is due only to
the fact that (a) this catastrophe seems to completely sweep away any element of the past
and that (b) the establishment of a dystopian regime occurs in a way that is no more likely
than a miraculous revelation. Now, these two elements that lead to the dystopian regime
easily  establishing  itself  are  not  convincing.  In  order  to  demonstrate  it,  I  must  first
distinguish between two kinds of dystopias as well as two kinds of explicatory factors for the
irreversible establishment of the dystopian regime.

A dystopian regime may originate either from a non-utopian will of unlimited domination or
from an apparently genuine utopian intention that nevertheless represents, in our view, the
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worst  evil.  The  showcase  example  for  the  second kind is  Huxley’s  Brave New World,
because it seems to have truly realized the goal of all utopias: At first sight, Brave New
World is a society in which everybody seems to be entirely happy. On the contrary, in the
first kind of dystopian regimes, most of the members seem to be even unhappier than in the
state of nature. This is the case with 1984 and Animal Farm, for example. In the following I
will call the first kind dystopias of domination, and the second kind dystopias of utopian
intention.

The explanatory factor offered for declaring irreversible the establishment of dystopias of
domination is the disappearance of any division of powers and of any institution of control
as well as the disappearance of social norms caused by a catastrophe. Additionally, there
can be a state of (real or fake) war, as in 1984, in which three empires are allegedly in
constant conflict with each other. In 1984, one may doubt as much the existence of that war
as the existence of the domestic enemy Goldstein, to whom a daily “two minutes of hate” are
devoted, because there is no way for the inhabitants to obtain evidence of the existence of
either external or internal enemies. What matters though is the everlasting state of war.

These factors (the disappearance of any division of power and of any instance of control,
and the constant state of war) make it possible for the leaders to generate a full atomization
of  society  and  an  omnipresent  fear  –or  even  a  constant  terror–  which  motivates  the
inhabitants  to  blind  and  unlimited  obedience.  A  total  lack  of  interpersonal  sentiment
prevails,  with  the  exception  of  a  general  and  radical  distrust  of  everybody  towards
everybody. For instance, in 1984, the members of the party are forced to adopt sexual and
sentimental abstinence and children are trained to denounce their parents, while in The
Island of Doctor Moreau, Doctor Moreau terrorizes his hybrid creatures through practicing
cruel surgery in the so-called “house of pain”. During the daily “two minutes of hate” that
refers to the external and the internal enemy, Big Brother intends to arouse an ostensive,
yet fake communion among the members and a real and direct subjection of each towards
him, Big Brother.

In the case of dystopias of appearant utopian intention, the circumstance that makes it
possible for dystopias to establish themselves in an irreversible way is the fact that they
seem to pursue a rational project: to achieve the happiness of all members. For example, the
establishment of the Brave New World was based on a diagnosis related to the causes of the
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economic catastrophe and of the war that overthrew the previous society: (a) imbalances
between supply and demand, (b) underlying demographic fluctuations and (c) rivalries and
social tensions and fights. Brave New World follows the following principles: (a) establishing
a permanent and perfect equilibrium between supply and demand, (b) a strict demographic
planning, and (c) a conditioning as well as a permanent drug supply and constrained drug
consumption, which is supposed to ensure the happiness of all members in all social classes.
We certainly have good reasons to consider Brave New World as a nightmare, as its author
himself did, but, contrary to Big Brother’s intention in 1984, pig Napoleon’s intention in
Animal Farm, and of Doctor Moreau’s intention in The Island of Doctor Moreau, Brave New
World seems to  pursue the common good,  or  more precisely  the happiness  of  all,  by
seemingly rational means, although at a closer look, it pursues stability rather than the
happiness of all members.

All  circumstances  mentioned  above  are  designed  to  ensure,  on  the  one  hand,  the
establishment of a dystopian regime and, on the other hand, its irreversibility.

Let us first examine the case of dystopias of domination, especially the case of those staging
animals  (Animal  Farm)  or  hybrid  creatures  (The  Island  of  Doctor  Moreau),  which  I
distinguish from the epsilons of Brave New World, who are humanoids void of numerous
human capabilities, because the dystopian regime designs them to feel happy –and therefore
not to be unhappy about the lower tasks that are assigned to them–, which is the opposite of
the farmer’s animals and of Doctor Moreau’s hybrid creatures. All animals of the farm are
vulnerable to the pigs and the dogs, and all hybrids monsters are vulnerable to Doctor
Moreau, without the reverse being true. With the exception of the pigs, the animals of the
farm cannot read, nor remember, nor think rationally. The animals of the farm merely have
emotional reactions of a low degree of complexity, and the hybrid creatures feel emotionally
confused and are deprived of any genuine instinct. They know neither how to resist nor why
they  should  resist.  They  just  express  their  deep  dissatisfaction  or  even  fugacious
aggressiveness, the cause of which they are unable to analyze.

Therefore, they are unable of any preventive attack, which would generate a Hobbesian
state of  war of  all  against all.  Now, since this one-sided vulnerability and this lack of
rationally originate in their very nature, they are not capable to overcome them, and their
offspring has the same incapacity. The demonstration of the impossibility to resist would be
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almost made, if it would be about human beings. The reason why I say “almost” is that, even
in the case of Doctor Moreau, for hybrid monsters deprived of any rationality, resistance is
possible,  and it  can even reach victory.  Moreau’s  hybrids  creatures  finally  kill  Doctor
Moreau and, thus, they seem to escape dystopia. Although their lack of rationality and of
any genuine instinct doom them to a fatal  war of all  against all  without any way out,
Moreau’s hybrid creatures victoriously resisted their torturer. The pig Napoleon could also
end up like the farmer.

Let us now assume that resistance is impossible and doomed to fail in the case of the
animals as well as in the case of the hybrid creatures. Human beings –including the human
beings represented in 1984 and Brave New World– are different from these animals and
these hybrid creatures. Winston Smith in 1984 and Bernard Marx in Brave New World show
several times that they are able to (1) make an overview judgment of the whole dystopian
regime and understand its functioning, (2)  overcome fear, (3)  use cunning ruse, and (4) 
become active dissenters, if necessary. The latter eventually leads them to be arrested, but
this provides the evidence that they in fact resist, such that it is not impossible to resist.
Additionally, nothing shows, in these two writings, that Winston Smith and Bernard Smith
will always remain the only dissenters. Admittedly, both heroes have characteristics that
make their case special. Winston Smith can remember the family feelings of his childhood.
But  perhaps  other  party  members  or  proletarians  outside  the  party  have  similar
remembrances.  Furthermore,  dystopia  had been established before  the  young Winston
Smith reached the stage of his development at which intellectual education would have been
given to him. Could other party members or proletarians outside the party have received
such an intellectual education?

One could not answer negatively without fully skipping a generation or two. Now, without
these intermediary generations, the population of 1984 would not exist, because 1984 does
not foresee any system of artificial procreation including a moratorium of a generation or
two. Such a generation gap is not only as unlikely as the miraculous revelations of the
classical  utopias,  it  is  simply  impossible.  Additionally,  despite  his  lack  of  intellectual
education, and despite his lack of any contact with persons who would orientate him in this
direction, Winston Smith is able to analyze the functioning of the so-called “new speak” and
of Big Brother’s propaganda, for which he is working at the “Ministry of Truth”. He is also
able to refer to a factual criterion of truth as well as to the principle of non-contradiction,
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which is incompatible with this propaganda. If he is able to this, there is no reason why any
other person of his generation would not be capable to develop this ability, as well as any
person of future generations in this dystopian regime. Furthermore, since the existence of
Big Brother’s domestic enemy Goldstein is asserted only by Big Brother himself and since
Big  Brother  systematically  lies,  one  may  doubt  the  existence  of  Goldstein  and  of  his
opposition network of active resistance, but there is no evidence either that Goldstein’s
opposition network does not exist.  The arrest and the brain washing of Winston Smith
obviously show that resistance may fail. Yet, they do not demonstrate that any attempt to
resist must inevitably fail, because logically an example can refute a universal thesis, but it
cannot demonstrate any universal thesis.

What about the case of dystopias of utopian intention? Brave New World, based on the
search for stability at any cost, seems to sincerely intend to make all members of society
happy, including those of the lower class, i.e.,  the epsilons. We may disagree with the
underlying conception of happiness that considers happiness as the absence of any pain.
Another more widespread definition of happiness, formulated by John Stuart Mill, sees it as
an  entire  set  in  which  pleasure,  or  joy,  alternates  with  pain,  the  first  one  being  the
predominant  feeling,  to  the  largest  possible  extent.  However,  despite  this  concept  of
happiness that is likely to be erroneous, and contrary to dystopias of domination, Brave New
World partly shares at least one premise of equality with utopias: the goal to make all
members as happy as possible, although, unlike in the case utopias, this greatest happiness
is radically not the same for all, because alphas and epsilons do not experience the same
amount  of  pleasure,  since  they  are  not  capable  of  experiencing  the  same  amount  of
pleasure. If Brave New World realized this greatest pleasure for all, one would observe at
the same time an absence of any motivation to resist and an absence of any coercion, i.e., of
any sanction.

Now, this is obviously not happening. Admittedly, the preference of the dissenter Bernard
Marx  for  freedom and  for  experimenting  with  other  ways  of  life  is  explained  at  the
beginning  of  Brave  New  World  as  the  result  of  a  defect  in  the  industrial  artificial
procreation  process,  that  is,  i.e.,  by  the  accidental  addition  of  acid  in  the  test-tube
containing his embryo. But all inhabitants of the “brave new world” are regularly subject to
moments of pain and depression, for which they must immediately take a pill in order to
forget.  Abstaining from immediately consuming this drug at such times amounts to an
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immediate resistance to  the dystopian order.  In  Brave New World,  a  woman becomes
pregnant, which is a serious violation of the social order and a reason for banishment, the
hero  Bernard  Marx  develops  a  predilection  for  useless  aesthetic  experiences,  Marx’s
favorite colleague is interested in knowledge for its own sake, i.e., for useless knowledge,
and both are tempted to strive for banishment in Iceland, although this banishment is
designed as a severe kind of punishment.

The need for the drug mentioned above shows the imperfections of industrial  artificial
procreation  and  of  the  somatic  conditioning  of  embryos  and,  later  on,  of  children.
Furthermore, in the novel, nothing demonstrates that the combination of either displeasure
or depression, on the one hand, and the command to immediately take this drug in such
situations necessarily results in individuals taking this drug in order to feel relieved. Even
with the most elementary knowledge of psychology, one knows that the reaction to either
displeasure  or  depression  does  not  necessarily  consist  in  trying  to  get  immediate
satisfaction, nor in having recourse to a drug in order to temporarily relieve oneself from
the feeling of pain or depression. Displeasure and depression can also lead one to behave in
a way that violates the dystopian order of Brave New World. Now, the lack of any true
punishment and of any real fear in Brave New World should certainly contribute to the
success of any resistance. The suicide of the member of the Indian reservation that Bernard
Marx exhibits in the “brave new world” should also been seen as a form of resistance
against the utopian social order.

The thesis of the unavoidable failure of any resistance in dystopian orders does not pass the
test of  an analysis of  the dystopias.  Instead, analyzing dystopias shows that resistance
remains possible. The reader’s impression that any resistance in dystopias is impossible
originates in stylistic techniques. On the one hand, the dystopian novels show the broad
range of technical and institutional means used by the dystopian regime as well as its
monitoring and control over all spheres of life. On the other hand, the dystopian novel tells
the story of an isolated individual that fails in its attempt to resist the dystopian order. The
contrast between both arouses an impression of oppression that suggests unavoidability,
irreversibility,  and  thus  the  impossibility  to  resist.  Now,  the  impossibility  to  resist
presupposes the lack of any capacity of will and efficacy, how ever strong or weak they may
be.
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Yet, one would misunderstand my analysis of dystopias if one concluded that its intention is
to deliver a message of optimism. Indeed, although, on the one hand, as long as there are
human beings, resistance will always be possible, even if it is eventually defeated, there is,
on the other hand, an evil that is even worse than the Hobbesian state of nature as a state of
war of all against all and that might make it extremely difficult, or nearly impossible, for
resistance to be successful. In real life, extermination camps and nuclear weapons make it
possible to destroy several times over the entire planet earth. Unfortunately, it is neither
utopian, nor dystopian, yet it belongs to the real world.
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[1] For this reason, nobody suggested to apply Kendall Walton’s « make-believe » theory (cf.
Walton 1990) to classical utopias so far.

[2] Utopias do not deal with the greatest happiness in the life after death.
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